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Narrator’s Role 


When Joyce, June and Paula asked me to help them with their 
book, they had already spent many years writing, putting their 
thoughts together and finding ways to tell their story. They 
had worked with other people over the years but, for various 
_ reasons, the book telling their story was never completed. They 
felt they needed someone to give them direction, keep them 
focused and help them stay on track: And because I love them 
all dearly, I can say they were right! 

We worked together for over two years and, during this time, 
we became more clear about what was needed to bring the 
book to fruition, and what role I could play in supporting this. 

Much of what I brought to the process was related to editing 
and proofreading. After the three sisters had written a chapter 
or section, they would meet to discuss it. Then I would read 
their work, and the four of us would meet to agree any changes 
and what section should be focused on next. We met almost 
every month for two years to review our work and identify gaps 
in the story and, on two occasions, we took short residential 
breaks. The first of these trips gave us an intensity and focus 
which had been missing previously, and the writing became 
more emotional as a consequence of this trip. 


It became apparent early on that a chronological approach 
to telling this painful yet inspiring story wouldn't work, and so 
the structure of using retrospective memories alongside current 
dialogue emerged. You will be brought back to the sisters’ 
childhood and then sat with them as they discussed what you 
have just read. The book enables the women to explore their 
memories with you, to analyse their emotions, explain their 
behaviours and, ultimately, to heal. The dialogue chapters were 
written following many hours of discussion with the sisters, 
and they are verbatim accounts of these long evenings spent 
together, the only change being that in writing up the sessions, 
we omitted a lot of the swearing! 

Perhaps the most important function I fulfilled was as 
a facilitator for these discussions. When we first began 
working together, each of the sisters had been through various 
therapeutic processes, and had spent a great deal of time 
writing, so the themes and content of the book were very 
clear to them. However, they each struggled with elements 
of their memories, and found it difficult to stay in the past 
and immerse themselves in their abusive experiences. For very 
obvious reasons, they were anxious to return to the present. 
The emotion and power of this book comes from the fact that, 
with support, encouragement and incredible courage, they 
each took themselves back there, relived the pain and hurt, 
and delved deeply into the past. 

Helping them with this process by asking probing questions, 
returning to memories which they had skipped over or 
dismissed, and challenging them to go to uncomfortable 
places was my function. At times, it was incredibly difficult as 
I watched three women I admire and hold dear in such terrible 
pain, yet I needed to stay focused on my task of extracting the 
emotions, framing the experience. There were, of course, also 


times when we laughed from the pit of our bellies and until 
our cheeks ached. We also drank too much! : 

Ultimately, my participation in bringing this book to 
completion has given me far more than I could ever have 
brought to the process. I have witnessed three amazing women 
find each other and themselves; I have been part of a journey 
which most of us cannot begin to imagine, and am so thankful 
to be part of the destination. I have been embraced by a family 
of honest, funny, generous people, and have the friendship of 
three women whom I admire and love. And I have played a 
part, albeit peripheral, in bringing a story to life which we 
all believe will bring hope and solace to others who have 
experienced abuse and pain. 

I am deeply grateful to have had the opportunity to know 
Joyce, June and Paula at such an intimate level, and to have 
been part of their story. 


Marian Quinn 











Foreword 


The three sisters, Joyce, June and Paula, three exceptional 
sisters, three extraordinary women, came into my life in the 
late summer of 1992. 

I was then working as a Producer/Director in RTE Current 
Affairs on a documentary series entitled Tuesday File. Up to 
that point, RTE programmes on child abuse always had the 
interviewee’s face hidden, voice distorted. The shame of telling 
the story, the power of the pain, the reluctance to reveal pierced 
hearts, kept the reality distant, hidden through a hazy lens. 

I wanted to make a truthful, powerful programme on the 
horrors of child abuse. I hoped to persuade someone to reveal 
themselves to camera, to look directly into the lens, to make 
eye contact with the viewer so as to shine a light on their face, 
their story, their life and their pain. In the Ireland of the early 
1990s this was a big ask but I set about the search with reporter 
Miriam Fitzsimons. It was then we met the three sisters, Joyce, 
June and Paula. 

There is little that would prepare you for the whirlwind 
of energy that is the Kavanagh sisters. Laughter, language 
(mostly bad), cigarette smoke, camaraderie, care, humour, 
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honesty. We instantly connected. I was overwhelmed by their 
straightforwardness, their absence of agenda, their strong yet — 
simple desire to help others, their clarity of purpose. And yet, 
at odds with my hope for the series, I found myself attempting 
to dissuade them from stepping forward into full scrutiny. They 
had suffered enough and I needed to be sure they understood 
the implications of their brave decision. 

The three sisters were not for turning. They had made 
their decision, were apprehensive but clear-headed in their 
commitment. 

The lights were switched on, the camera rolled and the sound 
recorded as they unfolded the most horrendous catalogue of 
abuse carried out by a father on his three daughters. That abuse 
ripped into their childhood, their adolescence, their young 
adulthood, across twenty long years, two terrible decades. 

Despite the attempted injunction by their imprisoned father, 
the documentary was aired on RTE in October 1992, with the 
support of Peter Feeney, Editor of Current Affairs, and John 
Masterson, Series Producer, Tuesday File. 

‘The sisters were lauded, the programme won a Jacob’s Award 
early the following year and Joyce, June and Paula were 
nominated as Women of the Year. 

We went our separate ways until seventeen years later an 
email pops up on my computer screen from Joyce Kavanagh. 
The book was being written. We meet again. Age and time has 
but enriched the three sisters. Laughter, language (mostly bad) 
cigarette smoke, camaraderie, care, humour, honesty . . . once 
more and with feeling. 


The first draft of the book — without a title — lands with me in 


March 2010. It sits on my desktop for weeks, yet I am reluctant 
to read those words again, those sentences which, when strung 
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together in a certain way, bring you to a sickening place. I am 
home alone on St Patrick’s Day and I face the challenge. 
Once again I am punch-drunk with the putrid pain, their 
putrid pain. Childhood memories. Paula on the day of her 
First Communion brutally raped in her white Communion 
dress by her father. Joyce at six years of age, the promise of 


_a new bike, ripped apart and raped. June at the age of eight 


buggered by her father. June at age eleven raped by her father 


as her friend lay sleeping beside her during a summer holiday 


_ trip. And the childhood memories go on, and on, and on. 


Yet through the shadow-image of the child the woman 


- emerges. 


Those three strong sisters challenged their father, took him 
to the High Court and imprisoned him for life. 
Those three strong sisters bucked the system and went public 


on television with their stories. 


Those three strong sisters took up full-time studies in 
alternative medicine, June and Joyce going on to do BA 
Degrees in Community Development and Leadership and 
Paula a BSc Degree in Leisure Management. 

Those three sisters every day give back to the community and 
to the system. A community and a system that failed them. 

The potent personalities of the Kavanagh sisters are a heady 
mix; as daughters, sisters, mothers, friends they cut an incredible 
swathe through life. They are deeply bonded together in pain 
and in joy. They laugh easily, deeply, loudly. They slag each other 
mercilessly. Their savage black humour sneaks through Ciick, 
Click as they describe their search for a ‘cure’ while engaging in 
group counselling. 

Their commitment to writing their book took them together 
back to those days in that labyrinthine, dismal dwelling in 
Ballyfermot, to the misery of those childhood memories, where 


they shared so much together, knowing they had to protect 
each other but also knowing they had to protect themselves. 

For the three sisters there was no fairy godmother; the system 
failed them utterly — home, school, hospital, church. Yet they 
have overcome, they have taught us so much about survival, 
hope, joy, love, friendship, sisterhood. 

Three remarkable women; three remarkable sisters, Joyce, 
June and Paula. 


Moya Doherty, June 2011 
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Why Now? 


March 20112 


It’s been a long time coming, hasn't it?’ 

June thumbs her copy of the publishing contract which arrived 
this morning. Sitting around Joyce’s kitchen table, the three sisters 
have been scrutinising the document for the past couple of hours, 
and their initial euphoria has subsided into reflection, as they each 
consider how they finally managed to get here. 

I did that creative writing course in 1998,’ says Paula, lighting 
a new cigarette. “That’s what got us started on the book, so it’s been 
almost fifteen years. That’ hard to believe isn't it?’ 

Jaysus, I won't be admitting that to too many people,’ exclaims 
Joyce, as she places a fresh pot of tea on the table. “Ihat’s incredible. 
What have we been doing all that time?’ 

Ah come on, in fairness, we've been busy,’ Paula says defensively. 
‘You two had children, and we all started various education courses 
and new jobs, and I wasn't able to write the book and go to college, 
so it was just about timing for me.’ 

I remember the day of the court case,’ says Joyce, ‘when we were all 
celebrating in the pub after Da was convicted. It was like something 
youd see on the TV except it was happening to us; the excitement, the 
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feeling that we had done something really important, and I knew 
what a special moment it was. I thought then we should write our 
story, try and capture the feeling of the day. So the intention was 
there from the outset. It just took us a while to get here!’ 

I don't think it was just about finding the time though,’ says June. 
‘We needed the time and space to reflect on each piece we worked on, 
and feel the impact it had on our lives. Writing about our memories 

forced us to really acknowledge how devastated and disconnected we 

were from the feelings about what we had experienced. We needed to 
think about it, heal. All those breaks we took from writing the book, 
the times we put it away for months on end — that was necessary, 
that was survival. And initially, we focused on the technical aspects, 
the grammar, not the content of what we were writing. That wasnt 
by mistake, was it? There’s been a big shift for all of us, especially 
in recent years. We have all healed; we know each other better, and 
ourselves. Look,’ she laughs as Joyce places a plate of sandwiches on the 
table, ‘we even eat when we're working on the book now. Remember 
how for years we werent able to eat when we were writing?’ 

‘No, we just ate the smokes!’ comments Paula. 

‘Well some things dont change,’ Joyce laughs, as she lights up a 
cigarette. 

T think our involvement in education has been a huge part of the 
way we've written, and what it’s meant to us,’ June continues. It’s 
given us a big-picture perspective, a world view, and an ability to 
process things differently, to understand things differently. I feel like 
all that counselling and holistic healing and talking has all started 
to integrate; it is a part of who Iam now. And isn't that part of why 
we started this whole thing anyway? To improve how we live with 
the abuse.’ She taps the contract lightly, sending a scurry of ash 

flickering across the table. ‘When we did that RTE documentary,’ 
she continues, and were nominated for Women of the Year, the 
awards ceremony was a huge awakening for me. I will never ‘forget 
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_ Moya Doherty when they announced that the first female helicopter 
pilot had won. I obviously looked at her blankly — you know me!’ 
Her siblings laugh, imagining the innocence of June’ smile. I was 
just thinking about the fact that wed been picked up in a limo, 
and had had our hair and nails done, and that I loved my new 
_ dress! How fuckin stupid am I? I was so embarrassed that I hadn't 
: thought about winning or losing, that I had been concerned with 
: such superficial things. That's the first time I remember feeling like 
a child in a grown-up world, with no understanding of how things 
- work, and I really wanted to fix that. So getting a better perspective, 
understanding the big picture, that’s been really important to me.’ 
And do you think you have that now?’ asks Joyce. 





Im getting better, but I'm not there yet. I reckon that’s a long 
_ journey for me.’ 

You're right about the process, though, June,’ says Paula. ‘We 
probably did need to give it that time. I mean, when we started 
writing, it was very different from the way its been in the past 
couple of years, wasnt it? It was shocking actually, so upsetting, 
having to listen to what each of you went through. There seemed to 
always be something worse in one of your stories. No matter how 
bad I thought it was for me, I could never fully comprehend the 
extent of what Da did.’ 

‘Well, we had never talked in any detail about our experiences, 
had we?’ says Joyce. ‘So it was bound to be a shock. I know June and 
I had admitted to each other ages before that he had abused us, but 
we only ever discussed it when we were pissed, and it was always in 
very vague terms. So sharing the kind of detail we have, that was 
new for all of us.’ 

It’s funny, says Paula, ‘how we always saw something worse in 
each other's stories. We are so ready to undermine ourselves; we even 
look for someone to outdo us in the abuse!’ 

But I always felt we were doing something really important. I 
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felt good when we were writing, even though I spent half the time — 
crying,’ says June. | 

I know part of the motivation for the book was about ourselves 
and our healing,’ says Joyce. ‘We all knew counselling hadn't done 
what we had expected or hoped, but it was also about highlighting 
the justice system, and how we had been treated by it. I know I 
really wanted to make it better for anyone coming after us.’ 

‘When RTE made that documentary about us, when was that, 
Paula?’ asks June. 

1992.’ 

‘Yeah, well do you remember how we thought that would change 
the world? We thought, once that came out, things would never be the 
same again, that abusers would be named and shamed, that people 
would come forward in their droves to share their experiences. But 
it didn't do what it was meant to, and I was so disappointed by the 
impact it had, or rather the fact that it didn't influence anything. 
So writing the book seemed like an obvious next step.’ 

I thought it would stop people abusing, because they would know 
they could be prosecuted years after the abuse had happened,’ says 
Paula. “That's what was so important about our case. They accepted 
that you could still speak up about child abuse as an adult and have 
your story heard. Our court case set a precedent about the statute of 
limitations, you know, how long after the abuse you can take a case, 
so I really believed it opened doors for people to prosecute when they 
were ready.’ 

Joyce, what are you doing?’ 

The two women stop and watch their older sister rummaging about 
in the corner of the kitchen. Joyce empties out a large cardboard box 
which she pulls out from under the CD player, and is scattering 
sheets of paper around, clearly looking for something. : 


‘Looking for our mission statement! she declares. 





Jaysus, I forgot about that,’ laughs June. “That was a long time 


ago. 

Flere it is.’ She waves a typed sheet over her head, visibly 
delighted. “August 2007’, it says here. So that’s recent enough. Ah, 
Christ, listen to this.’ She takes a moment to control her giggles. 
“The book will be published when we're somebodies.’ 

The three sisters roar laughing. 


‘Well that’s a load of rubbish anyway. Youd better not let the 


publishers see that or they might change their minds about the 


contract!’ 
‘Go on,’ says Paula. ‘What other gems did we have in there?’ 
Actually, it’s not bad,’ says Joyce, looking up over her glasses. She 


holds up the sheet and reads out the sisters’ aspirations. “It will 
_ demonstrate that we have come out of the shit, that the abuse doesnt 


define who you are. We want to help people by: 
- Recognising there is life after abuse 
— Describing how the counselling gets integrated into 
how we live our lives 
- Reassuring people that who they really are, that the 
qualities they have, can still emerge, despite the abuse 
_ Understanding that the process is the important thing, 
not the goal 
= Seeing the importance of the journey, not the outcome 
- Knowing that it’s not a quick fix, it’s a process 
— Not allowing the experience to limit you.” 
The room is silent as the women reflect on their work, their lives, 
a possible future of change. 
‘Wow,’ says Paula. “That’s not bad. Well, girls, if we give any 
small part of that to anybody out there, we ll have done a great ‘job. 
I think we should all be very proud.’ 


Xxi 
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Introduction 


We are three of ten children born to Kevin Kavanagh and 
Joyce Upcott. We were reared in Ballyfermot, Dublin, in the 
1960s and 1970s. Ballyfermot at that time was a strange mix 
of poverty alongside an incredible sense of community. 

We all remember the shame of going to the soup kitchen, 
despite the fact that, or perhaps because, we knew everyone 
else there. At least once a week, we would take turns pushing a 
buggy down to the ‘gur house’ as it was known, with a big pot 
and a rattly lid, because the pot would be too heavy to carry 
home. Even though we had more than others, our family had 
days when the shillings and the pennies simply ran out. With 
ten children to feed, there was no option but to shoulder the 
shame. 

The weekly bath on a Saturday night was the only time we 
received a change of clothes, and it was of course timed for 
us to be clean and presentable going to mass the next day. 
Three of us at a time would squeeze into the bath, fighting to 
avoid being the last group into what would have become dirty, 


lukewarm water. 
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Monday mornings would see a trail of women at the bus 
stop taking their husbands’ suits to the pawn shop in town, 
offering them a way to get through the week until the wages — 
were brought home on Friday, and the suit could be retrieved 
for another weekend. 

Despite this, our memories of growing up are largely happy. 
We spent hours playing on the wide, empty streets — there 
were so few cars that road safety was never a worry. Games 
were simple: hopscotch and skipping for the girls; red rover, 
kick the can and rounders if the boys joined in, and all of us 
taking turns to swing off a huge rope thrown over the top of 
the lamppost, yelling at the tops of our voices as we flew across 
the road, with not a care in the world, unless a garda car drove 
by, then we would all run away, squealing with laughter and 
feigned fear. 

‘There was very little crime at that time. Doors were left open, 
or a key would hang on a piece of string inside the letter box. 
There was a sense of community parenting, where any adult 
would feel it completely appropriate to give us a clatter over the 
head for being cheeky or stepping out of line. You'd never dream 
of complaining about it, knowing this would only draw attention 
to the bad behaviour, probably resulting in another wallop! 

Despite the age difference between the three of us, we spent 
a lot of time together outside the house. Of course, the older 
ones bossed the younger ones, but they looked out for them 
too. Teenagers played with little ones, and there wasn’t the 
kind of age segregation you see now. Joyce was always in the 
thick of organising activities for everyone, so June and Paula 
were included in these events: picnics in the field at the back 
of the house; putting on a play; building a house by making 
bricks from old sweet packets stuffed with mud, or holding a 
massive rounders game. Being outside the house allowed us 
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: 
: 


all the space to breathe and relax, so we relished and extended 
every moment we could. 

They were very hard times on women — although we didn't 
realise it until we ourselves experienced the deadening of 
spirit that comes with an expectation that we would aspire to 
nothing beyond the home and children — where men made 
the decisions and women managed the consequences; where 


‘women donned slippers and headscarves as soon as they were 


married, no longer having the motivation or energy to take an 
interest in themselves. 

We had a grocery shop, and later a small textile workshop, 
so there was always money coming in, which was very unusual 
in that community. We were the first in our neighbourhood 
to have a car, a T'V, a phone, and we got the first of every new 
toy that came out, but there was only ever one between the ten 
of us — one bike, one pogo stick, one pair of stilts, one space 
hopper. What money came into the house didn't last long 
because our father spent it on mad stuff: drum kits, a fur coat 
for our mother who never left the house, a piano. He would 
get these grand ideas which never went anywhere. He spent a 
fortune every week buying comics for us all. We were the only 
ones in school to get Bunty, Twinkle and Mandy regularly, and 
the boys received theirs when our father had read them. 

Everyone thought we were loaded, but we were struggling 
just the same as everyone else. Most of our clothes were 
bought from the market lady who called round each week with 
a pram loaded with dresses. Occasionally, we were treated to 
a shopping trip to Thomas Street, where one of Da’s friends 
had a market shop. We always got a green hair ribbon for 
St Patricks’ Day and a yellow one for Easter. We rarely had 
matching socks or nice underwear, since these were shared 
and handed down until they were yellow and threadbare. 


The shop was obviously a huge temptation for children, but | 
we were never allowed to have the good stuff. We could only ~ 
have margarine on our bread, not butter, and corned beef — 
instead of ham. 

Da bought the house in the early 1960s, because of the 
garage space at the side which he renovated and made into 
the shop (and later extended for the factory). It cost £1,100, an 
astronomical price at the time, and he borrowed money from 
the bank to buy it, which would have been unusual at the time. 
He always had big ideas, and saw the house as an opportunity 
to make money. In fairness, he was right, although the house 
was in a terrible state when he bought it and we heard after we 
had moved in that it was haunted. 

Initially, Da bought a van and drove around Ballyfermot, 
selling cut-price groceries from it. Bags of four or six spuds, 
individual cigarettes, a dozen tea bags — small units of the 
staples were the most popular. No one could afford to buy in 
bulk and Da capitalised on that. Like many other communities, 
Ballyfermot was built and populated with few facilities for 
the thousands of residents. There were few local shops, no 
public transport and very few people had access to a car, so 
the mobile shop was a great idea. Da got bored with it after a 
while though, and, for some time, it was just left parked outside 
the house. That’s when Ma took it over, selling from the back 
of the immobile van, and, in time, the garage was converted 
into a proper shop. It kept her busy from early morning until 
dinnertime, when she would take over in the house, cooking, 
cleaning and looking after us all. The shop was open from nine 
until eight, and at one stage even stayed open until midnight, 
so our mother worked hard and long and physically wasn't very 
available to us. Emotionally, she was also incredibly distant, 
possibly even cold, and we have few memories of warmth or 
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affection from her, although we have in recent years come to 


have some understanding of this. We all worked in the shop, 


before and after school, and, despite the hard work, we were 
always glad of an opportunity to be with her. 

As the shop became less of a responsibility for Da, he 
developed a factory at the back of the house to make soft toys. 
It was more of a large shed really, and the three of us worked in 
it for many years. It was a thriving business in the 1970s, and 
gave employment to almost all our siblings, so that even the 
older ones, having moved out of the family home, were around 
as we grew up. 

Swearing was a natural and integral part of how we 
communicated from a very young age. Everyone swore, all the 
time. Christian names were rarely used, but rather you would 
be called by any number of insults: cunt, gee bag, bollox. Of 
course, we didn’t know these words were offensive then. Our 


‘mother, who was born and reared in England, never swore, 


apart from a couple of very significant occasions, which you 
will hear about. Strangely, though, she never told us off for 
swearing, or tried to discourage it in any way. She had bigger 
fish to deal with. 

Our father sexually abused all three of us. It started when we 
were aged around four or five and stopped at different times 
and in different circumstances for each of us. The experience of 
abuse continues to shape and influence us, but through talking, 
sharing and writing, we have found the strength and courage 
to live our lives with love, enthusiasm and energy. 

Given the number of people in the house, and the size of 
the house, it is incredible, even to us, that this abuse went 
undiscovered. The layout of the house in some ways allowed for 
this complicity. It was an old house that was added onto over 
the years, resulting in something of a maze of rooms which 
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provided plenty of opportunity for concealment. Entering the 
house, straight from the footpath, you went down two steps 
to a long narrow hallway. It was dark and unwelcoming; the 
first door on your left was a bedroom, which was originally the 
older boys’ bedroom. Farther along the hall, on the right-hand 
side, was a small sitting room, which we called the parlour. 
That’s a very grand name for a small room with a fire, where 
Ma used to sit and do her knitting. At the end of the hallway 
was the door into a small, rectangular room about twelve feet 
by eight, which we called the dead room, because it never 
had any purpose except to get from one end of the house to 
the other. You had to walk through it to get to the bedrooms, 
kitchen or factory, and despite the fact that there were chairs 
and a table in it, none of us ever used it. When we were very 
young, we used to eat there, but, as we got older, we stopped 
using it. It had a glass door which was regularly broken on 
Sunday afternoons when Da fought with the boys about whose 
turn it was to mind the shop, so eventually we all felt there was 
a better place to have meals. 

As you went through the dead room, there was a door on the 
right-hand side that took you into the shop. This was where Ma 
spent most of her time, and while all of us took turns helping 
her or minding the shop, it was always her space. 

Another door from the dead room led into the kitchen, 
which was small and, although it never had any seating, it was 
where we always seemed to congregate, over copious pots of 
tea. The bathroom was off the kitchen, and the sitting room 
behind it was a large, square room, with plenty of space and 
lots of furniture. Armchairs were strewn around the edges of 
the room, and a large dining table took central place. The TV, 
a hugely important feature of our childhood, sat in the corner, 
directly opposite Da’s chair. The rest of us would argue about 
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getting the seat closest to the TV, or sitting near the gas fire, 
but everyone knew which was Da’s place. Despite attempts to 
make it warm and welcoming, this was always a depressing, 
cold room. 

Back in the dead room, stairs led to three upstairs bedrooms. 
‘The staircase was narrow and steep, and was some distance 
from the sitting room, factory and shop. Ma and Da’s bedroom 
was at the top of the stairs. Unusually, the staircase led directly 
into their room, with no door for privacy, though, as children, 
this never struck us as strange. There was a high dresser against 
the wall at the end of the bed, a wardrobe in a corner and very 
little else. On the right was the girls’ bedroom, and the younger 





boys’ bedroom was on the left, both doorways leading directly 
_ from our parents’ room, meaning that access to our rooms 
required going through theirs. The rooms were sparse and cold, 
each furnished with only two wardrobes, a large cardboard box 
for shoes, and two beds, so sharing was always required. 

There were unwritten rules in this house, unstated expectations 
of us, which supported the abuse, made us complicit in it and 
protected its discovery. From an early age, we understood 
that you made noise when you left or entered a room and you 
never went up the stairs without being heard. Of course these 
‘rules’ were never discussed, they. were just known, implicitly. 
It never occurred to us to discuss them with each other or 
any of our friends. For many years, we struggled to understand 
this acceptance of ours, our compliance with the dynamic our 
father created. Now we know this was how we survived. 

Ours is a strange and painful story to tell. It is a hard one to 
read, but we hope that, ultimately, it will prove to be uplifting. 
Our siblings have their own story to tell and we hope they find 
their voices in time. 

This is our story. 
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Chapter 1: Ma Knows 


Paula 
Tuesday, 10 January 1989 


Bang, bang, bang, on the bedroom door. 

‘It’s eight o'clock. Get the fuck up. You'd better be in work in 
ten minutes or [ll fuckin come in there and kill ya.’ 

God, he’s off again, it’s still dark outside. I hate getting up. 
Imagine, at twenty-five I’m still living at home and working in 
the factory making soft toys for Da. Just five more minutes I 
think as I pull the covers up over my head. 

Bang, bang, bang. 

‘Get up now or I'll break down the fuckin door!’ 

I'd better get up. If I don't, he’ll kick the door in again. I put 
on a tracksuit and jumper. It’s freezing this morning. I go to 
the bathroom and barely throw water on my face when I hear 
bang, bang, bang. 

“That’s it, it’s gone half eight. ’m docking twenty pounds 
out of your wages. If you're not out here in one minute, you're 


fuckin sacked, you lazy cunt.’ 


He only docked me a tenner yesterday. I'll have to really watch 
the bastard today. I sit on the edge of the bath for another five 
minutes, knowing this really annoys him. I hate him. What a 
way to start every day. Another day of clock-watching, waiting 
for 5 p.m. 

‘So you decided to fuckin come in, did you?’ 

I ignore him and walk into the factory, keeping my head 
down, focusing on the floor which is barely visible because of 
the off-cuttings, loose threads and bits of filling, cigarette ash, 
and pieces of cardboard. 

I get the usual smells of damp, stale cigarette smoke and body 
odour. The last belongs to Da — the dirty, smelly bastard. The 
noise in the room is very loud as the clatter from the sewing 
machines tries to outdo the sound of Gay Byrne on the badly 
tuned-in radio. 

I take up my usual position at the cutting table for the 
morning, knowing that after lunch I have to go on to the 
finishing, which requires hand-sewing the hole at the back of 
the teddy and brushing off the loose filling. I begin checking 
the order list to see what’s on for today, before I start to cut. I 
don't mind cutting because the machine I use is even louder 
than the sewing machines, which means I don’t have to talk to 
anyone and no one talks to me. 

I hate this place. I’m working with Ma, Da and two of my 
brothers, David and Leonard. David still lives at home and is 
the youngest of the family. Leonard is four years older than 
me and still works in the factory, despite having moved fifteen 
miles away to Kilcock when he got married. Leonard is very 
creative and a brilliant artist, but Da is always shouting at him 
and calling him a lazy bollox, so he doesn’t do any more than 
he has to; he’s as miserable as me. I suppose it could be worse, 
the whole ten of us could be here, and that would be some 


nightmare. The work is boring and he’s on my back all the 
time. I can’t relax around him because I never know when he’ll 
explode or what will trigger him off. There is constant fear and 
uncertainty as we all struggle to avoid being at the receiving 
end of his latest outburst. 

I stand with my back to the others, which means I don't 
have to look at Da. I’m aware of his presence because I can 
smell him. I breathe through my mouth to avoid smelling the 
sweat and urine that permeates the room. The fat fucker never 
changes his clothes, which are permanently stained, because 
the lazy bastard won't even shake himself when he goes to 
the loo. He has constant stubble, hair growing out of his ears 
and is gummy because his teeth usually remain on the dresser 


beside his bed. 


It’s three oclock and I’m desperate for a cup of tea, but I’m afraid 
that if he sees me, he'll dock me more money and I can't afford to 
lose any more this week. I chance it while I’m waiting for work. 

“What do you think you're doing? Do you think I should 
pay you for standing around all day doing nothing, you lazy 
cunt? Get back out to work, and you needn't think you're going 
anywhere tonight.’ 

The only thing keeping me going is knowing that I’m 
coaching the girls tonight for our basketball match at the 
weekend. What am I going to do now? I can't let the girls 
down. How can I say I’m grounded at age twenty-five? Fuck 
him anyway. I storm back out to the factory and begin working 
again as I think through my ever-increasing list of ways to kill 
the fucker. 

‘What the fuck are you doing? I said brush the fuckin thing, 
not tiddle it. At this rate the order will never be finished.’ 


Fuck you!, I shout. But only in my head, only ever in my head. 
I want to spit in his face as I scream Fuck You to the bastard. 


But I can't. He’d kill me. I keep my head down and spend the — 


rest of the afternoon plotting how I can get out tonight. 

Basketball is all I have to keep me sane, a place outside the 
madness of this house. I love basketball so much that I would 
risk him hitting me rather than miss the training session. It’s 
a place where I’m in control. I’m respected for the work I do. 
The love I have for the sport absorbs my energy and allows me 
to forget about home. In basketball, no one criticises me, and 
people call me by my name. It wasn't until I started school at 
four years of age that I realised my name was Paula, not ‘cunt’ 
or ‘maggot’. 

Five oclock on the dot, I take great pleasure in spotting the 
veins throbbing on his neck as I walk past him into the house, 
knowing that there is nothing he can do. I head for the kitchen 
to start dinner. The kitchen is one of the many ad hoc extensions 
that Da has added to the house over the years which produced 
a warren of small dysfunctional rooms. I begin dinner whilst 
Ma drops my brother Leonard home. 

I’m fed up cooking the same crap each night, so I’m trying 
a new recipe this evening. An hour and a half later, I place a 
bubbling golden brown lasagne with a fresh crispy salad on 
the table, chuffed with myself as I put his plate in front of him 
because I know how mad he gets if he’s not served first. 

‘What's this foreign muck? You expect me to eat this shit 
in my own house?’ He swipes the plate with the back of his 
hand and it and several cups smash to the floor. He stands up, 
throwing back his chair, his stomach bouncing off the table as 
he leaps up shouting ‘I’m only the fuckin boy here.’ 

As he plonks himself on the couch, in front of the TV, I clean 


up his mess and take my dinner to my room, as I always do. 


I’ve learned to avoid watching him eat because he chews his 
food with his mouth open like a cow chewing cud, wipes his 
greasy hands on the tablecloth, drips food down his front and 
forgets to put his teeth in. He farts, belches and picks his nose 
throughout every meal. 

When all the washing up is done and the house is clean, I’m 
ready to make my escape. I sneak to the front door and gently 
open the latch. I can hear him typing his memoirs or children’s 
fantasy stories, which will never get finished as he will lose 
interest halfway through, as he always does. I close the door 
behind me and breathe a sigh of relief as I hurry down the road 
before he realises I’m gone. 

The two hours of coaching go too quickly. Here, I am 
unrecognisable from the coward who lives in that house. Here, 
I feel free, I have a voice. I’m good at something. I laugh, have 
fun. I know I shouldn't but I go for a drink with the girls 
after the session, but after one drink panic is setting in and 
I’m anxious to get home. My friend Margaret offers me a lift 
which I gladly accept, but as we pull up outside the house, 
I’m mortified to see him standing at the door. The fear of him 
embarrassing me in front of Margaret has me sweating and 
desperate to get out of the car. 

‘Are you all right? Do you want me to come in with you? 
He wont do anything in front of me.’ Margaret knows how 
difficult he can be. I need her to go before he does anything. 

‘No. I’m fine. See you tomorrow.’ I wave her off and my 
thoughts begin to race. I shouldn't have gone for a drink; then 
he wouldn't have noticed I was out. I'll put on a brave face and 
walk past him. 

I cross the road and notice that Ma’s car is not in the driveway. 
I wonder where she is. That’s it! Pll ask where Ma is. That'll 
throw him off guard. He'll expect me to be afraid. He won't 


expect me to ask him anything. I notice he’s wearing his dirty 
green anorak and has my good leather weekend bag resting on 
the step beside him. 

“Where’s Ma? Are you waiting for Ma?’ 

Why isn't he shouting at me? This is worse than getting a 
wallop. What’s he up to? 

“Your Ma knows.’ 

My stomach churns and my legs go numb. They tremble as 
I run my sweaty palms over my tracksuit. My head pounds as 
I try to move my paralysed legs to get away, to find a place to 
think. I know instinctively what he means. I’m confused. He’s 
standing in the doorway, so even if I cou/d move, where would 
I go? He steps aside, making way for me and, as I pass him, 
I wonder if I’ll reach the kitchen. My legs are trembling, my 
heart is racing, my head is thumping. What will I do? What 
happened? 

I go from one room to another to find someone to tell me what’s 
going on, but can find no one. Where is everyone? I’m convinced 
someone must be here — this house is never empty. I don’t want to 
accept that I’m here alone. 

Joyce! That’s it. Pll ring Joyce. She’s bound to know what’s 
going on. She’s always calm and level-headed. It feels like a 
lifetime before anyone answers the phone. 

‘Hello.’ 

‘Hello, Joyce. What’s going on?” 

‘Is he there?’ 

Just then, I hear the phone downstairs click. 

ess: 

‘T’ll have to ring you back in a while.’ 

The phone goes dead. I know she couldn't talk to me with 
him listening. What will I do now? I go downstairs and he’s 
back at the front door. I’m desperate to know what’s going on. 


Tm panicking and my hands are shaking. I don’t know what to 
| do.I go back to the sitting room. The television is turned off, a 
| dead silence hangs in the air. Silence is not a luxury this house 
has ever known. I need to get out but I can’t. He’s at the door. 
_I can't use the phone, he’ll just pick it up again. I’m trapped. 
I light a cigarette and sit on the couch. I need to think. 
I'm brought back to reality as he enters the room, waving an 
_ envelope in his hand. I jump to my feet. 

| “Tell Leonard to put that cheque in the bank or you'll have 
no money this week. I’m just waiting for a taxi, so you'll never 





| see me again.’ 
| He leaves the room. Alongside the panic, there’s a sense of 
: relief and even excitement at the possibility of him leaving, but 
Tm concerned that it may not really happen. He has threatened 
to leave so many times before, usually following one of his 
‘temper tantrums, but this time something is different. He’s 
: calm, but worried. I wish someone else was here. Where’s Ma? 
Thinking back, I recall that she had gone out shortly before 
me and didn't say where she was going. I was so wrapped up in 
my own escape that I didn’t pay any attention, even though it 
was very unusual. 

I hear the front door closing. I want to get up and see if he’s 
gone, but I’m terrified. I wait a few moments then go and check. 
The door is closed. I run upstairs and look out the window. The 
taxi is making a U-turn and I can see him sitting in the back. I 
feel relief as I run down the stairs to finally ring Joyce. 

‘Hello.’ 

‘Hi, Joyce. What’s going on?’ 

‘Is he gone?’ 

‘Yes, he just left in a taxi. Will you just tell me what’s going on?’ 

I sit on the stairs pulling on a cigarette as Joyce quickly fills 
me in on the events of the day. I hang up the receiver slowly 





when she finishes and light another cigarette. I don’t move 
for ages, but sit pondering what’s happened, and where it will - 
take us. My mind is filled with so many questions, and I am 
aware of the mixed emotions racing through me — fear, anger, 
resentment, sadness. And, in spite of all the uncertainty, I know _ 
deep in my heart that things will never be the same again. 


CQO 
_June 


It’s seven oclock in the evening when I finally arrive home 
from work. I’m tired and fed up as I drag myself up the stairs. 
I work the day shift in a fast-food restaurant in Baggot Street. 
My boyfriend Eamonn and I moved in together about five 
months ago to a one-bedroom flat over a veterinary surgeon's 
in Malahide. I hear the television on, so Eamonn must be in. 
He works as a doorman in a nearby nightclub. 

We split up for a while and I couldn't believe how devastated 
I felt, so when he asked me to move in with him, I agreed, 
unsure of what I was doing but determined not to spend the 
rest of my life regretting not taking the chance. Leaving Joyce 
was terribly hard though. I left home to move in with her 
when she separated from her husband George, and we had the 
best of times despite not having a bean and her having three 
kids to rear, but we laughed all day long and made things work © 
for us. So moving in with Eamonn left me torn and guilty 
about leaving Joyce, but mad to be with him. Even though 
I’m twenty-seven, this is my first serious relationship, and I’m 
cautious about committing myself to it, in case I get hurt. Five 
months on, I know I love him to bits, but he’s a lazy bollox and 
it’s driving me mad. 

Eamonn is lying on the couch watching Star Trek. 


‘Hello, honey, would you like something to eat? I was just 
about to start dinner.’ 

I want to scream at him. Why don’t you have dinner ready? I 
always have it ready for you. Why isn’t the flat clean? Why are 
you sitting on your arse? But we have had so many arguments 
lately over the same thing that I just don't have the energy. 

‘Yes, I’m just going to lie down for a while.’ 

My latest ploy is to not clean up and see how he likes coming 
home to a filthy flat. I walk by the kitchen and notice dishes 
piled in the sink. I get another flash of temper. You'd think he 
would at least clean the dishes in the sink. The bed isn’t made 
and his clothes are all over the floor. I make the bed and lie 
down. My plan with the cleaning isn't working. He doesn't 
seem to notice, so the only person affected is me. I feel people 
look at the place and think it’s my job to keep it clean, which 
drives me mad. I’m right, and I’m not giving in, I tell myself. 
How will he cook dinner in that kitchen? At least he’ll have to 
wash the dishes. 

I doze off and am woken by Eamonn calling me for dinner. 
The sink is still piled high with dishes. I go into the sitting 
room where Eamonn is back in front of the TV with his dinner 
on his lap, so I sit disconsolately at the kitchen table eating my . 
meal, staring at the mound of washing up. I console myself by 
thinking that at least he cooked the dinner. I’ve had enough of 
looking at the mess and know I won't be able to stick it much 
longer. I decide to have a relaxing bath, but even that requires 
me giving it a good clean first. 1 mutter to myself as I scrub off 
the tide marks. 

I am just about to run the bath when there’s a knock on 
the door and, as I walk down the stairs, the familiar smell of 
animals from the surgery hits me. I must get an air freshener. I 
open the door and am shocked to find Ma standing there. She 


never visits anyone. 


‘Ma, how are you? What are you doing here?’ Shit, the place 
is in bits. Why doesn’t anyone call when I’ve cleaned up? She . 
stands there silently and, as ] look at her more mahnly, I realise | 
she’s upset. 

“What’s wrong, Ma? What is it?’ : 

‘I didn't know where else to go. | just ones to talk to someone. | 
Is Eamonn in?’ 

“Yes, but don’t worry. We can talk in the kitchen.’ 

We walk up the stairs. I don't know what to think. The state 
of the place. What’s wrong with her? Why is she here? What 
does she want to talk to me about? I’m no good at sorting out 
problems. What if I say the wrong thing? Why didn’t she go to 
Joyce? Everyone always goes to Joyce: she’s better at handling 
problems than I am. 

‘Sorry about the mess.’ clear a space at the kitchen table for 
us to sit. “Would you like a cup of tea?” 

“Yes. 

I'm feeling a mixture of fear and panic. What's she going to 
tell me? She’s been crying, her eyes are all puffy. It’s rare to see 
her upset. Eamonn enters the room to see who the visitor is. 

‘Hi, Mrs Kavanagh.’ He looks at her face. Tl leave you to 
talk,’ he says, as he heads back to the sitting room. 

“Ma, what's wrong?” 

She sips her tea, lights a fag and begins to tell me what 
happened. 

‘Laura rang me earlier and asked to see me; she told me not 
to tell anyone. I had no idea what she wanted or why it had to 
be a secret. I haven't seen her in ages.’ 

“You mean my cousin Laura? What did she want?’ We have 
so little contact with Da’s family lately, I can’t understand why 
his niece would phone Ma. The tears well up in Ma's eyes and 
she’s visibly shaking. 


10 


‘Laura told me about young Deirdre.’ She hesitates. ‘Do you 
remember her?’ 

“Yes, she’s Laura’s niece.’ 

‘She’s been causing problems at home and has been in trouble 
with the gardai. She has her parents’ hearts broken. They 
couldn't understand what the problem was until she confided 
in her mother.’ 

Tears are rolling down her face and her voice is quivering. 
My heart is breaking. I want to hug her, but I can't. I have 
never hugged her. It would feel too strange and awkward. 

‘Deirdre tried to kill herself twice!’ 

Ma is struggling to keep composed. I’m confused. As shocking 
as this news is, | still don’t understand how it’s reduced her to 
an emotional wreck. 

‘Deirdre’s finally told her mother it was because of your 
father.’ 

She’s now sobbing uncontrollably. My heart is racing and my 
head thumping. What else does she know? 

“What did she come to you for? Why did she not talk to Da?’ 

‘Your father’s family discussed the situation and Laura was 
nominated to talk to me. She said, out of respect for me, they 
have held off acting on this for over a year.’ 

‘Ma, I still don’t understand why they came to you.’ 

“They don’t want to press charges. They want him to get help. 
My God, if he did that to her, who else did he get to? I hope 
he never went near you girls.’ There is a pause as she pulls out 
a tissue from her sleeve to wipe her eyes. She looks straight at 
me and asks, ‘Did he?’ 

puss: 

The word slips past my lips and hangs in the air. As soon as | 


have spoken it, fear grips me. I want to take it back, but it’s too 
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late. I feel a wall has fallen on my chest. Oh, God, what have 
I done? The secret I’ve kept for over twenty years has just been 
exposed because of my big gob. Joyce will kill me. God will 
strike me down. What will I do now? I feel panic and terror, and 
yet there’s a huge relief. I didn’t know until this moment how 
much I wanted Ma to know. 

Ma is muttering but my head is frantically trying to work out 
what to do now. 

“The bastard! The fuckin bastard)’ 

I need to be alone to figure out what I’ve done. How can I 
get rid of her before I do any more damage? I need space, time 
to think, to be alone. Most of all I need Joyce; Joyce will know 
what to do; she’ll help me. Joyce has always been the one to fix 
things, to know what to do, ever since we were children. She’s 
been my best friend all my life, even though she’s five years 


older than me, and I rely on her for so many things, and, right. 


now, I know I can't possibly deal with this. 

‘Ma, go over to Joyce. I don’t think you should go home right 
now. I don’t know what to say to you.’ 

‘Joyce is in work, or I would have gone to her earlier.’ 

‘No, she finishes at seven. She’ll be home now.’ 

‘OK, maybe you're right. I can’t go home now. I don’t know 
what I'll do if I see the sick bastard.’ 

We walk to the door. 

Tl phone you in Joyce’s later,’ I say, as she gets into the car. 
She looks broken, shrunken somehow. It’s only as she pulls 
away that I realise I shouldn't have let her drive in that state. 
‘The tears begin to flow as soon as I close the front door. I 
want to lock myself away and die. I sit on the bed sobbing and 
Eamonn comes in. 

“What’s wrong? What happened? 

I tell him everything. 

‘Don't worry, honey, it'll be all right. Everything will be OK.’ 


Eamonn puts his arms around me and I feel huge relief at 


12 


: 
| 


not having to explain everything. Thankfully I told him shortly 
after we met. 

‘God, I'd better ring Joyce and warn her that Ma’s on her way. 
Do you think I should tell her what I said?’ 

‘Look, I dort think it’s important who told her what. Just let 
her know your Ma is on her way.’ 

Eamonn hands me change for the pay phone in the hall 
and, as I walk to it, my legs are shaking. I’m not sure what to 
say. Joyce will go mad when she knows I told Ma. I bet she 
wouldn't have been so stupid; she always knows what to say 
and do in any situation. 

‘Hello? 

‘Paul, it’s Auntie June. Will you get your mammy?’ 

‘OK.’ 

I shift from foot to foot, waiting, desperate to pass this whole 
mess on to someone else. 

‘She says she’ll ring you back in a few minutes.’ 

‘Paul, will you tell her it’s urgent? I have to talk to her now. 
Joyce comes on the line. 

‘Hello, June, what’s up?’ As soon as I hear Joyce, I begin to 
cry. 2 

‘Joyce, Ma is on her way over to you and she’s very upset.’ 

“Why? 

‘Laura told her Da’s been at Deirdre.’ 

There is a pause before either of us speaks. 

Jaysus, what a mess. Ma must be in a terrible state.’ 

‘Shite, Joyce, I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do, so I sent her 
over to you. She only came over to me because she thought you 
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were in work.’ 
‘How is she?’ 
‘She’s in bits.’ 
‘And you let her get in a car on her own?’ 
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: 


‘I know. I’m so stupid. I wasn't thinking.’ I feel so guilty. If _ 


anything happens to her, I'll never forgive myself for letting 
her drive off like that. 

‘It’s all right, June, don’t worry,’ Joyce reassures me; her voice 
is calming. ‘Just get over here as quick as you can. I'll ring 
Laura.’ 

The phone goes dead. I feel relieved knowing that Joyce is 
going to look after things. I wish I had the courage to tell 
her that I’ve told Ma about us, but I don’t think I can handle 
her disapproval. Apart from that one time when I was about 
fourteen, when Joyce spoke to our GP about the abuse, we’ve 
only ever talked about it when we were pissed, and even then 
it’s been very superficial, not going into any real details. I can't 
have that conversation with her now. I’m not ready. I feel 
terrible. I fill Eamonn in and he hugs me. 

“You go and get ready and I'll ring a taxi. Would you like me 
to come with you?’ 

‘No, I think it should be just family for now. I’ve no idea 
what’s going to happen. I can ring you if I need you.’ 

I’m so glad that Eamonn is here — he'd normally be in work 
by now. I need him more than ever, especially now that I’ve 
made the biggest mistake of my life. I’m not ready to have this 
out there, to talk about it. I have no idea how I'll cope with the 
inevitable questions, maybe even blame. Oh, Christ, what have 
I done? I didn’t mean to tell her, and I know this is going to 
have repercussions for all of us. 

“The taxi’s on its way. It’s going to be all right. Pll stay up all 
night. If you need me, no matter what time, call me.’ 

The phone rings. I charge down the stairs and grab the 
receiver, assuming it’s Joyce. 

‘Hello.’ 


‘June?’ 
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Oh, my God, it’s him. What the hell is he ringing me for? 

TESs. 

‘Is your Ma there?’ 

‘No. She’s gone.’ How does he know she was here? 

“What did she say to you? 

‘Why?’ He’s looking for information from me. I feel sick! ‘Does 
she know everything?” 

I don’t want to answer him. He has no right to put me in this 
position. This is so wrong. 

‘Yeah.’ 

‘Even about us?’ 

I feel repulsed. I think I’m going to vomit. I can feel the 
bile at the back of my throat. How can he include me in that 
statement? How can he say ‘us’, as if we were having an affair? 
As if I was a willing participant. The bastard. He’s making me 
responsible for this. I won't let him. I could beat him to a pulp 
with my bare hands, but instead I put all my anger into my 
reply. 

‘She knows everything.’ 

I have to let him know I’m not responsible for this. 1 won't 
let him blame me. 

‘OK. I just want to say goodbye. You won't be seeing me 
again.’ He says it in the saddest tone I have ever heard. This is 
how he ensures I know how upset he is, to make me feel sorry 
for him. 

There’s a pause. He’s waiting for me to say something but 
I can't speak. My heart sinks and I hate him for having this 
effect on me. I’m devastated he can still do this to me, make 
me feel sorry for him when all I really want is to be angry, 
furious with him. I hear the receiver go down. I stand in shock 
with the phone in my hand. Eamonn arrives in time to catch 
me as my legs go from under me. He holds me as I sob like a 
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baby. I can’t believe the mixed emotions I’m feeling. I feel such 
pity for the man who fucked up my life. I want to hate him 
but, right now, I can't. ’'m worried about him and can't bear to 
think of him lonely, on his own. i’m confused by what’s going 
on, how he can affect me like this. I could have stabbed him to 
death on so many occasions in the past. I hate this man with 
every bone in my body and yet he has the power to reduce me 
to this. 

The taxi arrives and it’s a strange journey. Normally, I would 
chat away to the driver, but tonight I feel as if ’m on my way 
to a funeral, except I’m not sure who I’m mourning. The silence 
is deafening, but unusually comfortable. I have a lot to think 
about. 


WwW 
Joyce 


It’s 7.15 p.m. and I’m glad to be home. Audrey, my youngest, 
runs up and pounces on me as I get out of the car. 

“Ma, please can I go to Jennifer's house? Her ma’s having a 
party for her and she said I could go. Ma, please, please can I 
go? 

‘All right, love. Just make sure that you're home by half eight.’ 

‘Ah, Ma, can I stay until nine? Please, Ma, please?’ 

‘OK, go on.’ I have just completed a double shift at work at 
the kebab shop, and I’m due in again at ten. I’m exhausted. I’ve 
no energy, so I am glad Audrey has something to do. I turn the 
key in the door and bump into the child minder. 

‘Sorry, Joyce, I’m in a rush. See you tomorrow.’ 

I barely say goodbye as I close the door behind her. I’m 
delighted to find the place tidy. Derek and Paul are watching 


television and barely look up as I enter the sitting room. 
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‘Hi, Ma.’ 

‘Have you had dinner? 

‘Yeah.’ 

“What are you watching?’ 

“Star Trek.’ 

‘Have you done your homework?’ 

“Yeah.” 

‘Good boys.’ Derek is ten years old and very responsible for 
his age. He really loves being given things to do and takes 
his jobs seriously. ‘Derek, would you mind if I lie down for a 
while? I’m really tired and I have to go back into work later.’ 

‘No problem.’ 

‘I won't stay long. Just a half hour.’ 

‘Go on, Ma. I'll mind Paul.’ 

I hate leaving them, but I'll never last until nine, which is their 
bedtime. I drag myself up the stairs and make for the bed. All I 
can think of is the pain in my body from standing all day at the 
hot fryer. I don’t bother to undress, just kick my shoes off and lie 
on the bed. It only feels like minutes later when I wake to Paul 
shouting up the stairs. 

“Ma, June’s on the phone.’ 

I glance at the clock and realise it’s 8.30. I didn’t mean to 
sleep this long. It’s dark outside. I stumble over clothes on the 
floor. I really must tidy this room. 

‘Tell her I’ll ring her back in a few minutes.’ 

‘Ma, she says it’s urgent.’ 

God, I just can’t handle another conversation about how 
unsure she is about her relationship right now. 

‘Hello, June, what’s up?’ 

I hear her crying and feel guilty. She fills me in on what’s 
happened and, as I listen through her sobs and snivels, I 
instantly go into my fixer mode. No time to feel anything: I 
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just have to sort this out. I hang up. What’ll I do? Ma is on the 
way and I don't know how much time I have. What the hell 
can I do? Maybe when I talk to Laura, I'll have a better idea. 
Don't panic, at least not until I know what I have to deal with. 
Imagine Laura and June letting Ma drive in that condition. 
I’m furious as I dial Laura’s number. 

‘Laura, it’s Joyce. What’s going on?’ 

“Where’s your ma?” 

‘She’s on her way over to me. What have you told her?’ 

Laura tells me about Deirdre, and how she eventually told 
my mother what Da had been doing. She goes on to say that 
they wont press charges if Da gets help. 

‘How was Ma when she left you? What did she say?” 

‘Joyce, she’s very upset. I wanted to go with her, but she 
wouldn't let me. She said you were in work and she was going 
to June.’ That makes me feel better, knowing Laura did at least 
consider Ma’s condition, but this doesn’t look good; it’s not 
going to be easy to fix. 

‘What’ll I do? What’ll I say to her when she gets here?” 

‘Joyce, your ma’s in shock. She’s very upset. Just give her a 
hug.’ 

‘OK, Laura, I'd better go.’ 

I’m so annoyed at her advice that I have to get off the phone. 
Imagine suggesting that a hug is the answer to this. She breaks 
Ma’s heart and wants me to hug her! 

I dial Ma’s house number, hoping the phone will be picked 
up in the shop; I need to speak to Ronnie. My mind is working 
very fast now. I already have a great plan that will sort this 
out, temporarily at least. Now, all I have to worry about 
is Da answering the phone. I hold my breath as the phone 
rings several times. I’m glad to hear Ronnie’s voice. Ronnie 
is the second oldest, coming soon after Pamela. Pamela is the 
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oldest, born in 1946. She left the house when she was around 
twenty, so we were ten, five and three at that stage. Pamela was 
a goddess to the rest of us girls. She appeared so confident and 
we thought she was like someone who had just stepped off a 
movie set. Ronnie used to work driving trucks for Da, but they 
fought the whole time and he got other work, so for a long time 
we didn't see much of him. He never got on with the old fella, 
maybe because Ronnie was the oldest boy. He took over the 
shop a while ago and converted it into a video shop, so we've 
seen more of him lately. He keeps his distance though, always 
wary of Da, and you couldn't blame him. I take a deep breath. 

‘Ronnie, Ma knows about Da. You have to get him out of the 
house before she goes home.’ 

“What am I supposed to do?’ 

“Tell him Ma knows, and he has to leave.’ 

‘T can't do that. If I talk to him, God knows what I might do 
to him. Get Kevin, he’s the only one able to talk to him.’ 

‘How can I get Kevin? He has no phone and I can’t get over 
to Clondalkin to ask him.’ 

Kevin is the fourth of the ten of us, born in 1951, and we 
had great fun with him as children. He played cowboys and 
indians, and hide and seek with us, even though he was older. 
Unlike most of us, he didn’t work in the family business, but in 
a bakery instead. When he married Anne, though, she ended 
up working with us as a machinist, so we saw a lot of her and 
sometimes babysat for them. 

‘I don’t know, Joyce. Phone Tony; he lives near enough to you 
and should be home from work by now. He could get Kevin 
for you.’ 

‘All right, see you.’ 

I’m furious. My plan is messed up now. What if I get the 
same response from Tony? I dial Tony’s number. Tony lives 
around the corner from me, so I see a lot of him. He is the next 
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oldest after Ronnie and I have a good relationship with him. 
He used to pay me to clean his shoes and iron his shirts when 
I was younger. I thought I was so grown up! 

I pray he’ll do something. My heart beats faster as I wait 
for him to pick up the phone. Things are going so fast, I can't 
absorb it all. Tony picks up the phone. 

‘Tony, I need you to do something quickly.’ 

“What? 

‘Ma knows about Da. She’s on her way up to me. I need you 
to get Kevin and make sure Da leaves the house before Ma 
goes home.’ 

‘What will I say?’ 

‘I don't know. Tell him Ma knows. I asked Ronnie but he 
wont do it. He suggested Kevin.’ 

‘OK. Ronnie’s right, Kevin is the only one who can talk to Da. 

‘So, you'll do it? Kevin can do all the talking.’ 1 know I can 
rely on Kevin because he operates like me: act first, think later. 

‘Certainly, chicken. ’m on my way.’ 

“Thanks, Tony, you're a life saver. Ma’s on her way up to me. 
I have to go.’ 

As I charge up the stairs to the boys, I thank God for Kevin: 
he is the only one of the boys who could handle this situation. 

If Da’s gone, Ma will have some space while we work this 
out. I can’t think any further than that for now. I have to move 
quickly. I barge into the boys’ room. 

‘Paul, quickly, get ready for bed.’ 

He must have picked up on the urgency in my voice because 
I’ve never seen him respond so quickly. 

“Where’s Audrey? 

‘She’s in Jennifer’s. Quick as you can, go and get her for me.’ 

Derek is oblivious to the world, he’s so engrossed in his game 


of He-Man. He has all the little figures lined up on his bed 


by 
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ready for action. He’s startled as he looks up at me, sensing 
something’s wrong. 

“What’s up, Ma?’ 

‘Derek, this is very important. Nanny is on her way up to 
me. She has a bit of a problem and I need to help her. It’s very 
important that you all go to bed and don't come down the 
stairs, no matter what.’ : 

‘Is she OK? What’s wrong with Nanny?’ 

‘I don't really know, son. I just want your help. Nanny won't 
talk if you're downstairs, so I need you to be quiet as mice.’ 

‘All right, Ma, no problem.’ 

I know I can rely on him. I run downstairs as Paul and Audrey 
come into the house. 

‘Ma, can I stay for another little while? Audrey asks. 

‘No, you have school tomorrow. It’s time for bed.’ 

‘Ah, Ma, you said that I could stay until nine.’ 

‘I’m sorry, but it’s bedtime now. Go up and get ready.’ 

She stomps up the stairs in a huff. The tears well up in her 
eyes as she looks back at me from the top of the stairs, hoping 
I'll give in. I haven't got time to worry about her now, but I feel 
guilty for going back on my word. I call up after her, promising 
that Jennifer can sleep over at the weekend. She looks at me 
and my expression must say it all, because she doesn't:ask any 
more, just turns on her heels and goes to bed. 

I’m quickly brought back by a knock on the door. Shit, it’s Ma. 
I take another deep breath and open the front door. Nothing 
could prepare me for what I see. She looks hollow, empty, 
standing in the light from the hallway, tears rolling down her 
swollen, blotchy face. She doesn’t even look up, just sighs and 
reaches for the doorframe. 

‘Are you all right, Ma?’ It’s a stupid question. I put my arms 


around her. I feel like someone has reached into my chest and 
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ripped out my heart. I’ve only ever seen Ma cry twice before, 
but nothing like this. She stands frail and weak. The woman I 
think of as a mainstay suddenly feels so fragile. I wish I could 
take away her pain and make it all right for her. She is not 
normally emotional. She has been hurt so many times by Da 
dominating her and constantly undermining her that she can 
just switch off. She asks me if I’m all right. - 

I’m puzzled by her question. She raises her head from my 
shoulder and looks at me so sorrowfully, waiting for a reply. 

‘Tm fine, Ma.’ 

I wonder why she’s asking me how I am. It seems like a silly 
question. What has any of this to do with me? She must feel 
like she’s imposing. 

‘Tm shattered. I don’t know what to think. The fuckin bastard, 
that’s all I know, what a bastard.’ She’s shrieking now and it’s 
scary seeing her like this. I’ve never heard her swear before. 

‘Sit down, Ma, while I make some tea.’ 

I put on the kettle, keep focused on what I’m doing. It’s not 
easy seeing her in this condition. I struggle to keep it together. 
I join her in the sitting room with the mugs of tea. Tea and fags 
have always been the way we deal with any crisis in my family. 
The room is filled with a deadening silence, which makes me 
nervous and uncomfortable. I want to put on the radio just to 
have some noise in the room, but decide not to. Ma sits on the 
edge of the couch. 

“There’s no way I can face him now. I'll stab him. I don’t think 
it’s easy to stab someone, not like it is in the movies. Knowing 
my luck, I'd miss.’ 

‘Look, Ma, it’s sorted. He won't be there when you go home.’ 

“Why? How?’ 

‘Kevin has gone down to get him to leave before you get 
home.’ 
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‘Oh, Joyce, you're great. You poor thing. You always get stuck 
with sorting out the mess. still want him dead.’ 

‘There’s an edge to her voice that I’ve never heard before. I 
don't know how to respond to her, what to say. Thankfully 
there’s another knock on the door. 

‘Oh, who's that? I should go,’ she says, as always thinking 
she’s in the way. 

‘Dont be silly. It’s probably June.’ I pray it’s June because she 
always has something to say; she'll break this awkwardness. 

‘Are you OK, June?’ 

I ask it on instinct as I open the door to the sister I feel 
closest to, but, as I look at her face, I realise she’s as bad as Ma. 
June can keep Ma company while I gather my thoughts. 

‘Is she all right?’ June whispers. 

‘Not really.’ 

June goes over to Ma and puts her arms around her. They both 
cry and I can feel the emotion burning the back of my throat as 
I watch them. I leave them alone, go into the kitchen and put 
on the kettle again. I desperately want to join them but I feel 
someone has to keep a clear head. I don’t know who the hell I 
think I’m kidding because my head is anything but clear, but I 
suppose I look more in control than them. I make more tea and 
wonder why everyone thinks I can sort this out. I’m not as strong 
as they think. As a matter of fact, I feel weak at the moment. I 
can't even think straight. I don’t know how I feel or what I’m 
supposed to do. I’m not going to think about where this might 
take us. I’ll just stay focused on holding it together. That’s what 
gets me through. Everyone needs me. I wipe away the tears, take 
a deep breath and go into the room, which by now is filled with 
smoke. 

I sit down and we light one cigarette after the other. June 
looks dreadful. Her eyes are red and swollen. I wonder how 
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Kevin's getting on. The phone rings and startles us all. It’s 
Paula and I’m disappointed it’s not Kevin. 

‘Hello.’ 

‘Hello, Joyce. What’s going on?” 

We don’t get a chance to speak as Da picks up the extension. 
That means he’s still there. What is going on? Where is 
Kevin? I’m worried now. Maybe this won't be sorted out after 
all; maybe he’s refused to go. I tell June and Ma it’s a wrong 
number. Poor Paula, she’s dying to know what’s going on but I 
can't tell her while he’s listening in. 

There’s another knock on the door. Thank God, it’s Kevin and 
Tony. Kevin’s shocked when he sees Ma, and even though he 
tries not to show it, it’s obvious. 

‘Are you OK, Ma?’ 

She shrugs and sighs. 

I’m dying to hear what happened with Da. I need to know 
it’s sorted. 

“Well, I’ve spoken to him and he’s leaving.’ 

“Where’ll he go?’ Ma asks. 

‘I don't know. We didn’t get into that.’ 

Tony jumps in, saying, “You don’t worry about that. You just 
look after yourself for a change.’ 

‘T’'m not worried about that dirty bollox. What about my girls? 
He got to June, Joyce and Paula too. Did he go near you two?” 

‘No,’ they both answer quickly. 

I can't believe what I’ve just heard! I want the ground to 
open up and swallow me. My head is spinning. Laura never 
mentioned anything about us. How does Ma know about us? 
I make the excuse of getting more tea and leave the room. 
My legs are trembling, the tears well up in my eyes and I feel 
a knot in my stomach. I don't know if I’m going to be sick 
or faint. I do neither, just take a deep breath, wipe my eyes 
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and put on the kettle. Questions are flying round my head. 

How does Ma know? Who told her? Was it Laura? How come 

Laura didn’t mention it when we spoke? And how would she 

know anyhow? What does she know? I’m so confused, I don’t 

understand what’s going on here. I push the thoughts to the 

back of my mind, a thing I learned to do many years ago. I 

go into the room with mugs in hand. I can hardly see for the 

smoke in the room, so I open the window. 

Kevin is trying hard to console Ma, but she’s not having any 
of it. 

“Where can I get my hands on a gun? No one will blame me. 
I can say I was in shock. I'll get away with it.’ 

Kevin laughs. It breaks the tension. 

‘It wouldn't be worth it even if you could get away with it.’ 

‘Td get off. Everyone would understand.’ 

I feel her frustration because she knows no one is taking her 
seriously. 

‘Well, do any one of you know someone whod do it for me? 
Kevin laughs even harder than before, and we all join in. 
‘Don't be silly, woman, we'll sort this out,’ Kevin says. 

She looks relieved as she lets out a deep sigh, but still the 
tears roll down her face. Kevin looks worried and we are all 
uncomfortable with this level of emotion. June puts her arms 
around Ma again and they both sob. I am crying too, but this 
time I don’t try to wipe away the tears. I can't hold myself 
together much longer and the strain is showing on the boys’ 
faces. What must it have been like for them growing up, never 
feeling they had the freedom to make choices for themselves 
or the courage to challenge Da? Worst of all, it’s clear from 
this evening that they knew more than we thought they did 
and have to be feeling complete failures as men because they 
believed it was their role to protect us. It’s a lot to live with. 
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I can tell they would do anything to fix this situation. Then 
again, I would too. Seeing Ma in this condition is unbearable. 

There’s a silence in the room for what seems like the longest 
time. I glance at my watch and jump. It’s 10.45. I’m supposed 
to be in work, preparing for the pub rush. I'll have to phone 
Nick, the boss. June and I both work in Abrakebabra for him, 
in two different stores. I need to let him know I won't be in. 

Tl go with you. I’m not going in tomorrow either,’ June says. 

I have a splitting headache and my eyes are sore. June turns 
to me and asks, “What’ll we say?” 

‘I don’t really know. I'll think of something,’ I say as I pick up 
the phone. 

‘Hello, Nick, it’s Joyce. I can’t come back to work tonight.’ 

“Why, is there something wrong?’ He asks loads of questions, 
trying to find out what’s going on that’s so terrible that I have 
to miss work. I never skip a shift, so he knows it’s something 
serious. 

‘Joyce, is your mother all right? He’s guessing at what the 
problem might be. , 

With that I break into uncontrollable sobs, and hand the 
phone to June. She isn’t much better. 

“Thanks, Nick, but honestly there’s nothing you can do.’ 

She hangs up. 

‘He’ll ring you tomorrow. God love him, he’s so concerned.’ 
June gulps back another sob and looks at me. 

‘It was me, Joyce. I told Ma about us,’ June says anxiously. 

We throw our arms around each other and cry. We have had 
several conversations about the abuse lately but I never would 
have told Ma, not in a million years. Still, ’m relieved to know 
where she got the information; at least that helps me to make 
some sense of what’s happening. 

I can hear the muffled voices coming from the other room but 
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I can't focus on what’s being said because my head is spinning. 
I take two painkillers and go back into the sitting room to 
collect the cups. The phone rings again and I run to pick it up. 

It’s Paula. She tells me that Da has left the house and I 
briefly fill her in, telling her to wait for David to come home 
as Ronnie has taken him out for a drink to get him out of the 
house. David is the youngest of the family, and very close to 
Da. Himself and Paula are the only ones left living at home 
now. We adored him as a baby, with those big brown eyes of 
his. David is great fun and has this wonderful sense of humour. 
He would do anything for any of us, and would happily give 
you his last penny and never think of asking for it back. God 
love him, he hasn't been told anything about this yet, and it’ll 
be hard on him. We’ll have to think about how we mind him. 

There’s another knock on the door. I don't know what to 
expect any more. It’s Ronnie. I point him towards the sitting 
room, saying they're all in there. He looks ashen and I can 
smell drink off him. 

‘I’ve just dropped David home. We’ve been playing snooker, 
but I couldn't explain what’s gone on. I’m sorry, I know I should 
have done.’ 

‘It’s all right, Ronnie, don’t worry. It’s all out now.’ 

He walks into the room and stands in silence, looking 
awkward. My heart goes out to him. Of all the boys, Ronnie 
feels the worst; after all, he’s the oldest. Physically he is much 
bigger and stronger than Da, yet emotionally he’s weaker and 
he had a particularly hard time from Da. He looks much older 
than forty, and that’s nothing to do with tonight. I love him 
with all my heart at this moment and I’m really sorry for not 
being more understanding earlier on the phone. The phone 
rings again. It’s David this time. 

“What the hell is going on?” 
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I have to be careful because David is very sensitive. “David, 
it’s hard to explain on the phone. Everyone will be leaving here 
shortly. It may be better to wait until they get home.’ 

‘Paula says Da is gone but she won't tell me what’s going on. 
Where’s Da going?’ 

‘Look, try not to worry. There was an incident with young 
Deirdre which has caused a bit of a mess. Just wait and June 
will tell you when she gets there.’ 

‘Is Ma there?’ 

‘Yes, but she’s going home soon. She’s just finishing a cup of 
tea. Don’t worry. June’ll be back with her and will fill you in.’ 

Ma gets up to go. 

‘I think we should go home now. There’s no point in sitting 
here all night. Besides, you must be exhausted, Joyce.’ 

I don't argue. I’m glad they’re leaving. I close the door behind 
them all, light another fag, and sit in silence. It’s almost two 
in the morning and I’m physically and emotionally drained. I 
close the window, turn off the lights and go to bed. There are so 
many thoughts going through my head that I’m convinced it’s 
going to explode. The tears begin to flow as I lie on the pillow. 
I can feel them in my ears and on my hair, but I don't care. I 
haven't the energy to wipe them away. I cry myself to sleep. 


28 


Chapter 2: Click, Click 


Paula: 1970 


I’m so excited, I can’t eat or sleep. Only a week to go till I make 
my First Holy Communion. I’m seven years old and it’s the 
first time I’ve ever been shopping on my own with Ma. She 
got me all new clothes and they’re the most beautiful clothes 
_ Ive ever had. 

When I put them on, my ma says, “You'll be the prettiest girl 
there.’I’m so happy. I can’t wait for Communion day. I’m raging 
that Ma is working in the shop. I wish Da would work in the 
shop. It means Joyce has to bring me down to the church. She’s 
only fourteen. I want Ma to take me. 

The day finally arrives and I’m the first one to wake. I can’t 
stop looking at my new dress hanging on the wardrobe door. 
I want to put it on now. It’s white satin with a big bow at 
the back. I have a beautiful white cardigan with small white 
pearl buttons, and frilly white lace stockings with pearl drops 
to match my cardigan. My shoes are white soft shiny leather 
with a strap across the top and silver buckles at the side. My 
handbag is white and shiny and matches my shoes, with a 
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strap that I can make long or short. My tiara headpiece glitters 
when the light catches it and it sits lovely on top of my veil — 
that also has sparkling diamonds all around the edge. I even 
have a new vest with a little bow in the front and new pants 
with frills on the back. I’ve never had new underwear before. I 
open my bag to look at my medal, mother of pearl rosary beads 
and prayer book. My prayer book is the nicest book I’ve ever 
seen. The cover looks like shiny white marble with a picture of 
Mary and the baby Jesus on the front. There’s a place on the 
inside for me to write my name, address and age. I feel like the 
luckiest girl in the world. 

I wish I could put my dress on, but it’s too early and Ma’ll kill 
me if I get it dirty. I’m so happy, my belly feels all funny. After a 
long time, I hear Ma going downstairs, so I run down after her. 

‘Is it time to get dressed now, Ma?’ 

‘No. It’s far too early. You've ages to go yet.’ 

‘Ah, Ma, please, let me put on my dress.’ 

‘It’s too early. I don’t want you to get it dirty.’ 

‘I won't, Ma, I promise. Please, please, Ma, can I just put on 
my new dress?” 

‘No, it’s too early. Sit down there and I'll do your hair.’ 

I sit down in the kitchen while she takes the rags out of my 
hair to make it all curly. They really hurt when she put them in 
last night and my head is sore from lying on them all night, but 
I’m so happy when I look in the mirror to see my hair looking 
lovely and shiny. 

‘Go upstairs and colour in a picture or play with your dolls. I'll 
be up shortly to dress you. Just give me time to clean up first.’ 

‘Ah, Ma, can I not dress myself? I won't get anything dirty, I 
promise.’ 

‘It’s too early. I won't be long. Now go on. I'll be there in a 
minute.’ 
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I don't care. I’m going up to look at my dress and put my 
name in my prayer book. I run up the stairs to look at my new 
clothes again. June and Joyce are awake and sitting up in their 
bed. I walk over to my dress and lift the plastic cover to feel it. 
It’s lovely and soft. 

‘If you don’t leave that alone, you'll have it black before you 
even put it on, June says. 

‘Shut up you!’ 

June and Joyce get dressed and go downstairs, leaving me all 
alone to look at my new holy dress. I take up my new bag and 
look at my sparkling rosary beads. Then I pick up my shoes 
and smell them. They smell so new, I want to jump all round 
the room. 

Ma finally comes in and says, Right, let’s get you dressed.’ 
I’m so happy, I can’t stay still. She helps me put on my new 
underwear first and then my new white socks and shoes. Next 
I hold my ‘arms over my head while she slides on my dress and 
tells me to turn round so she can zip up the back. Then my 
cardigan. It feels so soft, I love it. I look up at my ma’s face. 
She’s smiling. 

“There, go look in the mirror and see how pretty you look.’ 

I walk into Ma’s room, looking down at my new shoes, trying | 
to walk properly so I don’t get them creased or dirty. I look into 
the mirror and I feel gorgeous. My new dress is shining and 
my hair looks lovely. 

‘Ma, can you put on my veil now?’ 

‘Not yet. Pll put it on when you're leaving.’ 

I don't make a fuss, because I’m happy just looking at myself 
in the mirror. 

‘Come on downstairs and show everyone how pretty you 
look.’ 

‘OK.’ 


31 


When I get downstairs, Joyce, June and Leonard stare at me | 
and tell me I look lovely. David tries to feel my dress, so I have 
to tell him to leave me alone in case he gets it dirty. 

‘Ma, can I go back upstairs until I have to leave?’ I don’t want 
anyone touching my dress and I want to see my veil again. 

‘OK, but be careful not to dirty yourself.’ 

I’m standing in Da and Ma’s bedroom, looking at myself and 
how pretty I am when Da comes up the stairs. 

‘Are you not ready yet?’ 

I swirl around to show him my new clothes. 

“Well are you fuckin ready or not?” 

Yes.’ 

I don't want anything to spoil my day, so I answer really 
quickly, “But Ma still has to put on my veil.’ 

He hasn't told me I look lovely. Why hasn't he told me? Then 
he looks at me with his funny look. He raises his hand and 
snaps his fingers. Click, click. 

‘Get over here and take your knickers off.’ 

I feel like getting sick. The sick is in my head too. My head 
hurts. Oh, God, please not now. My head is gone all fuzzy. 
There’s no way out of this. I’m trapped. Inside my head I’m 
screaming, Please God, don't let Da do this. Not now, not 
today, not in my holy dress. 

‘Ah, Da, please don’t. Not today, Da, please.’ 

“Take your knickers off now!’ 

I start to cry. ‘Please, Da, not now. Please, not today. Please, 
Da, don't.’ 

‘Shut up, you fuckin whinging maggot, or I'll give you 
something to cry about.’ 

I sob as I take off my knickers. He smacks me across the 
head, real hard and I nearly fall over. 

‘Lie down on the fuckin floor now or Pll fuckin kill ya.’ 
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‘My dress’ll get dirty, Da.’ 7 

‘Get on the floor now. I wont tell you again.’ 

I get down on the floor and he gets on top of me, trying to 
put his thing inside me. He doesn’t even use the Vaseline. He’s 
hurting me something awful but all I can think of is my new 
dress. I want to die. Now my lovely dress is ruined. It’s not 
lovely any more. It’s ugly and bad, not holy, just bad like me. 
This is my holy day but God knows I’m bad or he wouldn't let 
Da do this, not today. 

I lie as still as I can while he’s doing it. He really hurts me but 
I'm not crying any more. I don’t care about my dress. I’m an 
ugly, evil little bitch. I hate Da and I hate God too. 

He finishes and fixes his trousers. 

‘Get into your room.’ 

I pick up my new knickers and bring them into my room. I’m 
not crying. I'll never cry again, I’ll never beg for anything ever 
again. God doesn't care and I don't fuckin care either. I’m not 
excited any more. I don’t even want to go out now. | want to 
take off my dress and get into bed. Fuck him, I hope he dies. I 
hope he dies in a car crash when he goes out. I hate him, the 
fuckin bastard. 

I lie on the bed and don't care if my dress gets crumpled. I see 
my veil and tiara sitting really carefully on top of the chest of 
drawers. The diamonds don't seem so sparkly now. 


Paula: 19F2 


I feel sick. My stomach and head hurt. I’m cold but sweating. 
I cry and head down to see Ma. I spent all last night doing my 
homework to make sure all my words were right and tidy like 
the teacher says, but, because I can’t spell, I have to use my 


rubber so much that my pages are all dirty. I rubbed so hard, I 
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put holes on the page and the teacher will go mad again. No 
matter how I try to learn my words, I can’t remember them 
in school. Da says I’m a gobshite and thick as shit. He’s right: 
nothing stays in my head. I must be stupid. I’m nine years old 
now but I can't seem to learn anything. 

I have to find Ma to ask if I can stay home because I’m sick. 
She’s standing in the kitchen putting on her apron for work. 

‘Ma, I’m not well, my stomach is hurting. I’m going to get 
sick.’ 

‘Make her go to school,’ June says. “There’s nothing wrong 
with her, she’s only pretending.’ 

I hate her. She’s a cow. Ma feels my head. 

‘You're not hot; you have to go to school. If you're sick, the 
teacher will send you home. Go have your breakfast. You're 
probably just hungry. Go on, Joyce has the breakfast ready for 
you. Quick or you'll be late.’ 

I know she’s serious, so I go inside crying. Why won't she let 
me stay home? I’m really sick. I hate school. If June wasn't here, 
she'd let me stay. June’s laughing and making faces behind Ma’s 
back. I want to kill her, the bitch. I sit at the kitchen table and 
Joyce plonks a bowl of lumpy porridge in front of me. I try to 
eat fast because I don't like the taste of porridge. Joyce won't let 
me put more sugar on it and I know she’ll make me eat it all. 

I eat quickly and start the long walk to school. I'll be in trouble 
because I’m late again. I always get ready slowly, hoping Ma will 
say it’s too late and let me go back to bed. Sometimes I sneak 
upstairs when everyone has gone and hide behind my bed all 
day colouring my book or reading Twinkle until I hear the others 
come in. Then I go downstairs, pretending I just came home. 

When I reach the school, the gates are still open. Sometimes 
they’re closed by the time I get there because I’m so late. I 
feel sick in my stomach and my head is banging when I see 
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the gates open. When they’re closed, I sometimes sneak off to 
the back of the church where I found a hiding place that no 
one else knows. I don’t like it there, because it’s cold and I’m 
starving and scared that I’m going to get caught and sent to 
jail by the school inspector, but anything is better than getting 
into class late and being made a show of. 

There’s loads of girls in my class, but I don’t speak to them 
cause all they talk about is boys and Top of the Pops bands, like 
the Osmonds. I like The Stylistics and Dr Hook and the other 
girls think my music is crap. I know I stink because I still 
sometimes dirty myself, so I only talk to Amanda. She’s my 
only friend. All the other girls call her ‘snotty nose’ and ‘crusty’ 
because she always has a runny nose and wipes her snot on her 
sleeve until it goes all hard. 

I stay quiet so the teacher won't ask me anything, but she calls 
my name and tells me to stand up and answer a question. I try 
to stop the poo coming out of my bum, squeezing my bum real 
tight, but the poo comes out anyway. I can’t hear the question 
and all the girls laugh. I’m sweating and the teacher is waiting 
for an answer, and she shouts at me, ‘Well, Miss Kavanagh, are 
you going to answer me?’ 

I don't know the answer, so she makes me stand at the back of 
the class with my back to the girls until lunchtime. I’m worried 
that my poo will run down my leg. All the girls can smell me. 
I want to run home, but I’m too scared to move. 

I go to the toilets at lunchtime and take off my pants. They’re 
not too bad, so I wrap them in toilet paper and put them in 
my pocket till I get home. Sometimes I have to leave them in 
the bin, if they’re really bad, but I’m always afraid of someone 
catching me doing it. 

The lunch bell rings and we all sit waiting for the teacher’s 
pet to hand out our bottle of milk and corned beef sandwich. 
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The only lunch I like is Friday’s when we get the buns; they’re 
lovely and even have currants. After that, we go out into the 
yard. It’s freezing cold. 

I see Michelle running around with her gang. She’s real 
cheeky and always answers the teacher back. I think she’s very 
brave, but I stay out of her way as she calls other girls names 
and pushes them in the yard, so I’m a bit scared of her. Some 
days, when I rob a packet of chocolate biscuits out of Ma’s 
shop, all the girls come around and ask for one. I give them 
all away so that they'll like me. Sometimes I rob a fifty pence 
piece and give it to Amanda to buy everyone crisps and a bar. 
I don't buy them myself because I don't know how to count. 
When I give them sweets, they leave me alone, and for a little 
while they like me. 


Paula: 19F3 


The children from the local playground are going away for a 
week to County Wicklow because it’s the summer holidays, 
and they asked me to go too. I’m ten years old and I really want 
to go so I beg Ma to let me and to ask Da’s permission. 

After lots of pleading, Da finally gives in and says I can go. I’m 
so happy, I can't wait. I’m upstairs packing for the hundredth 
time because we’re going tomorrow and I’m so excited. 

Click, click. 

I keep my eyes on my bag and pretend I don't hear him 
clicking his fingers. 

Click, click. 

‘Are you fuckin deaf?’ 

Please, please go away. Please not today. 

‘Get your knickers off and get in to my room.’ 

I begin to undress. Oh, God, why me? Why today? I wish he 
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hated the others the way he hates me, so he would do this to 
them and leave me alone. 

‘Get on the bed.’ 

He drops his trousers. The smell. Oh, God, the horrible smell 
of his wee and sweat! I’m going to get sick. 

‘Hold it,’ he says pointing at his thing. 

I do as I’m told. It’s soft and floppy and the smell gets stronger. 

‘Hold it harder.’ 

I clench my teeth, grab it as hard as I can. I want to hurt him, 
but it’s too big for my hands. 

‘Pull it in and out the way I showed you, you stupid cunt.’ 

I pull harder and harder until my hands hurt. Wallop across 
the head. ‘Do it right, fuckin maggot.’ 

I squeeze as hard as I can, holding my breath, so I can't smell 
him. My hands feel sticky and are getting really tired. I can't 
go any faster. 

“You stupid cunt, lie back.’ 

He pushes me down on my back real hard and jams his legs 
in between mine to open them. 

‘Open your fuckin legs wide, you stupid cunt.’ 

He’s so heavy, I can't breathe. I try to move my head to the 
side to get some air. I look at the ceiling, not making a sound. 

‘Open up.’ 

I tighten myself down there, as much as I can. | don’t care 
if he hurts me. I want to hurt him. He pushes my legs farther 
apart. 

‘Keep them there.’ 

I put my hands under my knees to try to hold my legs up 
because they are so tired and I can feel pain in my hips. 

‘Put it in the fuckin right hole for me.’ 

I wish I could throw up all over him, I hate him so much. I 
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move his thing to where he wants it and he pushes hard into 
me, much harder than he usually does. Jesus, it hurts! 

“This’ll make you remember me while you're away off having 
a good time. Put your legs around my waist and hold on to my 
neck.’ 

Yuck, even thinking about putting my arms around his neck 
makes me sick, but I do as I’m told while he lifts me up from 
the bed and moves to the floor. His thing falls out just as he 
reaches the floor. 

“You stupid cunt. Put it back in.’ 

He hits me across the face. I put his thing back where he 
wants it and he pushes inside me harder and harder. His 
breathing is getting faster. He’s pushing so hard that my bum 
is rubbing on the carpet and stinging me. 

‘Keep your legs open.’ 

‘The pain is so bad, I feel as if my insides are ripping open. It 
has to be over soon. He never usually takes this long. 

“This will keep you going. You won't forget this.’ 

I squeeze my lips together and bite my tongue to stop from 
crying, but I can’t help it, he’s really hurting me. I hate myself 
for being weak. He goes faster and then stops. 

‘Get into your room, and you make sure no boys go near you 
while you're on holiday.’ 

I try to stand up but fall over because my legs feel all funny. 
He shoves me and I fall on my knees. He kicks me in the back 
and sends me flying forward. 

‘Get in that room now, or I’ll fuckin kill you.’ 

I crawl into my room because | can’t stand. Between my legs 
is hot and stingy. Tomorrow I'll be free for a whole week. I just 
have to hang on until then. I pull myself up slowly. My hips hurt 
and down there is all sticky. I can still smell him, so I go to the 
bathroom to wash him off me. I’m burning and itchy. I put a cold 
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cloth between my legs to try to stop the burning, but something 
is hanging down. 

For the next few hours I keep cold cloths between my legs 
to try to make it better, but nothing works. I’m really scared; 
I have to tell someone, but who? Ma’s out in the shop and, 
anyway, I’d be mortified. What’ll I do? 

“Who's in there? I’m bursting to go. Will you hurry up?’ I hear 
Ma outside the bathroom as I am replacing the cold cloths. 

I open the door and she looks at me. 

“What’s wrong?’ 

I can't help it. I start to cry. 

“There's something wrong with me down there.’ I point 
between my legs. 

“What’s wrong? What do you mean?’ 

‘T don't know. I’m all sore and there is something hanging down.’ 

I pull down my knickers to let her see and the look on her 
face makes me even more frightened. 

‘How did this happen? Did you fall or something?’ 

‘No, it just happened.’ 

I’m so ashamed as Ma is looking between my legs. 

“What’s wrong with me?’ 

‘I don't know.’ 

‘Your da needs to have a look. He’ll have to bring you down 
to the hospital.’ 

‘Ah, Ma, no. Don't tell Da.’ But it’s too late. She’s already on 
her way to get him. He’ll kill me. I have to stand here and show 
him. I wish I was dead. Ma and Da walk into the bathroom. 

Ma turns to Da and says, ‘Kevin, look. What'd you think?’ 

He bends down on one knee facing me and goes white in 
the face. He looks more scared than me. I have never seen him 
look like this before. 

‘I don’t think it’s anything to worry about.’ 
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‘I don't know, Kevin. It looks sore. Don’t you think we should 
bring her down to the hospital to get it checked?” 

His face goes grey and he’s sweating. | want to pull up my 
knickers and get out of there. I dou’t want to go to any hospital 
and have anyone else look at me. 

‘Ma, I don’t want to go to hospital.’ 

‘There’s no need for that,’ Da says. I’m -not sitting in the 
hospital for hours for them to tell me it’s just a bit of swelling. 
I'll put her to bed and see how she is in a while.’ 

‘Are you sure, Kevin? Would it not be better to bring her and 
get someone to have a look?’ 

‘She'll be fine. I'll put her to bed and keep an eye on her. She 
wants to go away tomorrow. You don't want to spoil that for 
her, do you?’ 

‘If she’s not better in the morning, I'll bring her down to 
hospital myself. Holiday or no holiday,’ Ma says. 

“You go back out to work and leave her to me.’ 

Now I'm really scared. He'll go mad. 

“You go up and get into bed and I'll be up in a few minutes,’ 
he tells me. 

I do as he says, waiting to be killed. He comes into my room 
holding a bandage in his hand. He looks worried. 

‘Stand out on the floor.’ 

He wraps a bandage around my waist and in between my legs. 

“There, that should make you better.’ 

He’s being nice to me. Why? Why’s he not slapping me? 
There must be something really wrong. 

“You be a good girl and keep your mouth shut and I'll make 
sure that you go on your little holiday tomorrow. I'll be back in a 
while. You just stay in bed and don't move.’ 

He’s never like this. He looks worried; he even looks scared. 
This must be serious. He said I can still go on my holidays, so I 
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don't care what’s wrong with me. Half an hour later, he checks 
under the bandage, to see if the swelling is gone. 

‘Tell your ma that you want to go away and that you don't 
want to go to the hospital or she’ll stop you going and you 
wouldn't like that, would you? If she wants you to go to the 
hospital, you'd better start to cry or you'll be going nowhere.’ 

Joyce and June are working in the factory. I pretend to be 
asleep when they come upstairs after tea. They ignore me as 
they hurriedly brush their hair before going out to play. Da 
comes in again to check on me as soon as they are gone. 

This continues all night, with Da looking more and more 
worried because the swelling isn’t going down. I’m sore and 
itchy but I don’t care, I just want to go away. 

In the morning, Da comes into the room and hands me a tenner. 

‘Get dressed for your holiday. If your mother asks if you're all 
right say yes, or she won't let you go anywhere.’ 

I get dressed and go downstairs. Ma asks me, ‘Are you all right?’ 

“Yes, Ma, I’m fine.’ 

‘Is the swelling gone down?’ 

“Yes.! 

‘Come into the bathroom and let me see.’ 

“Ma, I’m fine. Really I am.’ I don’t want to show her because 
she mightn't let me go. 

‘Come on, it won't take long.’ 

I walk as slowly as I can. I know she’s going to stop me 
because I’m still all swollen and really sore, but I want to go on 
my holidays. I have to take down my knickers and show her. 

‘Sorry, love, Pll have to bring you down to the hospital, so 
someone can check you out. I can’t let you go away in that 
condition.’ 

‘Ah, Ma, I’ll be all right. I don’t want to miss the bus. I want 
to go to Wicklow.’ 
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‘No, you can go after the hospital checks you out. I’m not 
letting you go anywhere like this. I’ll just go and get someone 
to look after the shop and tell your father.’ 

I’m in big trouble now. Da’s going to go mad. He’ll kill me. I 
did everything he told me but Ma wouldnt listen. 

Da storms into the bathroom. 

“What did you do, you stupid cunt? I told you to tell her you 
were all right. Go and sit in the car, and don’t say a word or 
you're fuckin dead.’ 

My legs begin to shake. I don’t want to do this. Please, God, 
don’t make me do this. I get into the car and Da sits in the 
front, slamming the car door. 

“Tell the doctor that you were playing with a stick.’ 

I say nothing. No way I’m saying that to a doctor. I don’t care 
if he kills me. Ma gets into the car and for the entire trip to 
hospital we sit in silence. 1 can't tell who’s more worried. When 
we get there, Ma explains to the woman at the desk what my 
problem is and I’m brought into a small room where a nurse 
asks me to take off my trousers and pants and lie on the bed. 
Ma and Da stay outside. 

I’m frightened. Now I wish my ma was with me. ‘The doctor 
comes in and examines me. I feel so ashamed and naked; my legs 
are shaking and my heart is beating like crazy. He asks me questions. 

‘How old are you?’ 

‘Ten.’ 

‘Do you have a boyfriend? 

‘No.’ Why’s he asking me that? 

‘Did anyone go near you?” 

‘No.’ 

I can hear Ma and Da outside talking. I can’t hear what 
they’re saying, but I know my da'll kill me if I say anything. 
He’s going to be mad because I won't tell the doctor I was 
_ playing with a stick, but I don’t care. 
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“Why are you so worried?’ the doctor asks me. 

‘I want to go away on my holidays today and I’m afraid that 
you ll stop me.’ 

‘I don’t think I can let you go,’ he says and leaves the cubicle. 

I cry. I want to get away for a whole week. He doesn't 
understand how important this is to me. Outside I can hear 
Da saying, ‘It’s her age, she’s just curious. She was probably 
playing with a stick or something.’ 

Ma comes in and tells me to get dressed. She tells me, “The 
doctor says you can go on your holidays.’ 

When we get to the car, Da looks very happy and gives me 


more money for my holidays. 


June: 1969 


Paula, David and me are playing snakes and ladders on the 
floor of the sitting room. For the first time ever, I’m winning! 
At eight, I should be able to beat Paula, who is only six, but she 
usually beats me and David doesn’t often play with us, so ’m 
really delighted with myself for getting so far ahead. 

Click, click. 

Oh, no, I hope he doesn’t want me. 

Click, click. 

If I don't look, he might leave me alone. Maybe he’s looking 
for a cup of tea or the TV channel changed. He might not 
want ‘that’. I’m not turning around, just in case. 

Click, click. 

Oh, God, he’s still there. What’ll I do? 

Click, click. 

It’s in my ear, so I have to look at him. He nods for me to go 
upstairs. I feel sick in my stomach. Why does he have to ruin 
everything? I’m having fun; it’s not fair. I'd love to punch him, but 
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he'd kill me. I look into his face, hoping he can see how I feel 
and that he’ll tell me it’s OK that I can stay and beat the other 
two, but he doesn't. I have to go. Maybe he’ll be quick and I 
can get back and finish the game. 

I’m at the top of the stairs, but he’s not iatlonigtie me. I’m 
supposed to get ready but I’ve got trousers on. If I take them 
off, someone might come up and see me, but if I’m not ready 
he’ll go mad. What’ll I do? I could run into my room and put 
on a skirt but then what if I’m not in his room when he gets 
upstairs? I’m supposed to take off my knickers and hide them. 
Oh, shit, here he is. What’ll I do? It’s too late. I'll have to 
pretend I forgot. 

‘Why aren't you ready? Get your fuckin knickers off.’ 

Can't he see I have trousers on? If I take them off, I'll only 
have my jumper on. 

“What the fuck are you doing? Get them off I said.’ 

I open my trousers slowly. 

‘Come on, come on, for fuck’s sake.’ 

I pull down my trousers but he looks mad. I have to take off 
my knickers as well. I hate my knickers, they’re always smelly 
and dirty because of him. All that stuff that comes out of his 
thing keeps coming out of me, making me red and sore down 
there. I try to pull my jumper down to cover myself, but it’s too 
short and goes back up. I hate not being able to cover my bum. 
I look round the room, but there’s nothing I can use. What if 
someone comes, how will I hide myself? What if I’m caught? 
What’ll I do? 

‘Come over here.’ 

He lifts me up on the dressing table. I hate it. It’s cold and 
my bum sticks to it. He pulls me to the edge and I feel like I’m 
going to fall off. He takes out his thing and puts my hand on it. 

‘Pull it.’ 
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The smell goes right up my nose. I turn my head away. It’s 
awful. I hate this part. I can never do it right and he always 
gets mad. 

‘Tighter.’ 

My hand is hurting and I can’t hold it any tighter, it’s all wet 
and gooey. I wish he'd take it and do it himself. I’m doing it 
as hard as I can. I’m even squeezing my face, so he knows I’m 
really trying. He pushes my hand away and does it himself. 

‘Look, this is how you do it.’ 

It’s horrible, it’s all purple and sore-looking. Yuck! My hand 
is all sticky now; it feels like snots. I look for something to 
wipe it on, but there’s nothing. He pulls out a blob of Vaseline 
and rubs it on me. I jump back because his nails are sharp 
and really hurt and the Vaseline is freezing. I know I’ve done 
something wrong, so I move my bum back. He puts his fingers 
inside me but I don’t move because I don’t want him to get 
angry. His hands are dirty and I want to tell him to get away 
from me, but I’m afraid. 

‘Ouch.’ His nails are hurting me. 

‘Hold it. Put it in the right hole.’ 

I do it, and pull my hand away quickly, but it’s all wet now. 
I’ve nowhere to wipe it. I’m listening very hard in case anyone 
comes up and catches me. He’s breathing funny, like a dog. I 
don’t like it. My legs are sore. I stare at the corner of the room. 
He stops moving. 

“Wrap your arms and legs around me.’ 

He wants to move to the bed. I hate putting my arms round 
him. It feels horrible. I wipe my hand on his T-shirt; at least I 
got rid of that awful stuff. 

He puts me on the bed and gets on top of me. He’s too heavy 
and I can't breathe. I make a sound to let him know, but he 
ignores me. He’s annoyed and then his thing falls out. 
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‘Fuck it. Put it back in.’ 

I put my hand down, it’s all gooey again, but I get his thing 
back in. It’s taking a long time today. I wish he'd hurry up; I 
want to get back to the snakes and ladders. When I think he’s 
nearly finished, he stops. I try to get up, but he pushes me back 
down. 

“Turn over.’ 

“What? He’s never asked me to do that haloes 

“Turn fuckin over.’ 

“Turn over where?’ 

‘On your belly.’ 

What’s he talking about? 

‘Lie on your fuckin belly.’ 

I lie on my belly and he touches my bum with his thing. I 
don’t like this. I can’t see what he’s doing. He’s putting it in 
wrong. Doesn't he know he’s putting it in wrong? He mustn't. 
He’s trying to push it into my bum and he’s hurting me. I feel 
something sharp in my bum, like glass. 

‘Da, you're putting it in the wrong hole!’ 

He mustn't hear me. It’s hurting really bad and I start to 0 cry. 

‘Da, youre putting it in the wrong hole.’ 

‘I fuckin know. Now shut the fuck up.’ 

‘Da, it’s hurting me. Please, Da.’ 

I’m roaring and crying. I can’t help it. He’s really annoyed and 
he stops and shoves me off the bed. 

‘Get inside, you whinging little cunt.’ 

I grab my clothes and run into my room. I put my smelly 
knickers and trousers back on, so I’m covered up. I hate myself 
and my body. I’ll never wear trousers again. My bum is stinging 
me. I think there’s something still up there. I can’t go to the 
toilet because my eyes are too red and everyone’ll know I’ve 
been crying. 


The bastard! I hate him. Why did he do that? How could he 
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hurt me like that? I hope he drops dead. How could God let 
him do that to me? Maybe I’m bold and God is trying to hurt 
me. Maybe Da doesn’t really mean to hurt me. He couldn't: 
know it hurts so much. He couldn't be that bad. Am I that 
bad? I must be. 

I bet they’ve finished the game of snakes and ladders Boy now. 
Shit, I would’ve won. 


UM? 


I’m late again. I open the door as quietly as I can. I let out a 
deep breath as there is no one in the cloakroom. I hang up 
my coat but all the other coat hooks are empty. Maybe the 
teacher isn’t in and all the girls have gone to other classrooms. 
If there’s no one in my class, I can slip out again and tell Ma 
that we were sent home because our teacher didn't turn up. 

I hope there’s no one in my classroom. I hate going into 
someone else’s class unless Martina is with me. I hope Martina 
is in. She’s my best friend in school and I feel OK if I’m with 
her. I open the door to my classroom and I’m disappointed to 
find that everyone is in. 

The teacher doesn’t even notice me, but I wonder why 
everyone has their coats on. 

‘We're going over to confession. Youd better get your coat,’ 
Susan Duffy says. 

‘Is that today?’ I ask in shock. 

‘Yes. You were told weeks ago. Remember the letter you brought 
home to your ma?’ says Mary Maguire, the class busybody. 

I’ve forgotten all about it. I’m making my First Holy 
Communion in a couple of weeks and we have to go to 
confession. We have to make more promises to God, and tell 
him our sins so that we don’t go to hell if we die. If you tell the 
priest your sins in confession, you go to heaven, even if you did 
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sins, so most of my class think it’s a good deal, but I feel sick. 
I don’t want to tell anyone my sins, but if I don’t tell the priest, 
he’ll know I’m hiding something. How can I get out of this? 
I’m terrified the priest will see how awful I am. I feel everyone 
can see that there’s something really bad in me. I feel they 
know I’m black on the inside and soon the priest will see it too 
when I’m in the confession box. I look around the classroom. 

“Where’s Martina?’ I ask. 

‘She’s not in today.’ Mary Maguire knows everything. 

I feel like crying. I really need Martina here today. How could 
she not come in today of all days? 

We walk in twos over to the church and I feel scared. My 
hands are all sweaty. Everyone else seems fine but they don't 
have the secret I have. They all have friends and my friend isn't 
here. I feel alone. Nobody else even likes me. Who can I talk 
to? I just want to be the same as everyone else, but I’m not. 
What am I doing here? 

Even God hates me. I’m sure he thinks I’m just a dirty smelly 
bitch. I sit in the church waiting for my turn to go into the 
confession box. I think about telling the priest about my da. 
Maybe he can help me. Maybe he can stop Da doing it to me. 
If I tell him and he forgives me, I won't feel so horrible all the 
time and then he can tell God and God won't hate me any 
more either. Then maybe it will stop. 

I’m last in the queue. I hope when it gets to my turn, the 
priest will be called away, but the queue is moving fast and it’s 
getting near. I start to panic. 

Oh, God, what will I say? I turn to Sandra O’Neill, who is 
sitting beside me. “What are you going to say?” 

‘T’m just going to say that I told a lie once, I was disobedient 
twice and said a bold word once.’ 

“That sounds good to me. I think I'll do the same.’ 
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I go over it in my head, but I can’t concentrate. My heart is 
beating so fast that I look down at my chest to see if the others 
can notice it. ’m sure everyone can see it banging so hard 
against my ribs. Sandra is talking to me, but I’m so nervous I 
can't hear a word. All I can think of is how many girls are in 
front of me and how much time I have before my life is over. 

The voice inside my head is saying, ‘Tell the priest, tell him,’ 
but the rest of me is saying, ‘I can’t.’ 

It’s my turn. I go into the confession box and close the door 
behind me. I’m trembling. I kneel down in the dark, and can’t 
see a thing. It is pitch black and I know I won't be able to see 
until the priest pulls the sliding door across. Now I’m here, it’s 
like a coffin. I can feel myself panic, so I try to calm myself 
by listening to what he is saying to the person on the other 
side. I know the priest is talking to someone else because I 
can hear mumbles. Even though I can’t make out a word, I’m 
convinced that people will be able to hear me. I'll whisper I 
promise myself. I hope the other person has loads of sins and 
takes ages but I also wish they would hurry up and let me get 
this over with. 

The little sliding door opens and | quickly spurt out my list 
of sins. I told a lie once, I was disobedient twice and I said a 
bold word once. There, I did it. I can breathe again. I won't say 
anything else. I’ll wait for the priest to tell me what prayers to 
say. 

‘Is there anything else you would like to tell me?’ 

I wasn’t expecting that. Did I forget something? I panic and, 
before I know it, the words fly out of my mouth. “Eh, my Da 
does things to me.’ 

There’s a pause before he answers, ‘What kind of things?’ 
Maybe he can help me. 


‘Umm, he touches me,’I say nervously. 
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“Where exactly does he touch you?’ 

‘Down there,’ I say, wondering whether or not I should say 
anything else. 

‘And when he touches you, does he use his finger or his thing?” 

I’m frightened, but I say nothing. 

“Well, my child, does he use his finger or his thing?’ 

I’m afraid but I have to answer him. 

‘His thing.’ 

My mind is racing and I wonder if there is any way the priest 
can get to me? | want to get out of the confession box. Oh, 
Mammy, help me. I’m sorry I opened my mouth. I’m in here 
too long. I hope my teacher hasn't forgotten me.-Oh, God, it’s 
very quiet outside. I look for the handle of the door. He doesn't 
ask me anything else, he just says, ‘I want you to do something 
for me. Will you tell your father I want to see him? Will you 
do that for me? You can tell him that I said that I would like 
to speak to him.’ 

‘Yes, Father.’ 

It’s been a stupid mistake. I hope he doesn’t ask me anything 
else. 

“Three Hail Marys, five Our Fathers and a decade of the 
rosary.’ He makes the sign of the cross and closes the door. 

I open the door of the confession box and am delighted to 
see that all my class are still there. They are staring at me. I 
realise I am the last one for confession and they are all waiting 
for me. I want to hide my face. I can feel it turning red with 
the shame and embarrassment. 

“You must have lots of sins, Mary Maguire says to me. 

I look over my shoulder and see the priest pulling back the 
curtain. He knows who I am now. Maybe he knows where I live. 
I try to calm down by telling myself that he can’t do anything to 
me here but I’m not happy until we get out of the church. 
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‘How come you were so long? What did you say in there?” 
Annette Daly asks me. 

‘Nothing. I just said that I told a lie once, I was disobedient 
twice and I said a bold word once.’ I know she doesn't believe 
me, but I can’t think of anything else to say. 

That night it takes me ages to get to sleep. I keep getting 
the thumping in my chest and it’s hard to breathe. I want to 
tell Joyce about it but I can’t because it’s meant to be a secret. 
I dream the priest is chasing me through the church grounds 
with nothing on only a white shirt and a pair of socks and his 
thing is dangling as he runs after me. I’m terrified even after I 


wake up. He had no face, but he was dressed like Da. 


June: 19F1L 


Da says, ‘We're going to visit Pam in England. I’m bringing 
Joyce, Leonard and you, and you can bring your friend.’ 

‘Really, Da, can I?’ 

“Yes, but you'll have to ask her ma if she’ll let her go.’ 

I can't wait to tell Martina the news. I’m so excited, I can't 
believe it. 

“We're going to England to see my sister Pam. She moved to 
England when I was only a baby and I only see her now when 
she comes to visit. Me da said you can come, isn’t it great? Ask 
your ma. It’ll be brilliant. We're going on the boat. Joyce and 
Leonard are coming too.’ 

It takes ages before Martina gets permission. Her ma thinks 
that, at eleven years old, she’s too young to travel without her 
parents, but she keeps on and on until they let her go. We're 
thrilled and, for days, we sit and make lists of the things we’ll 
bring. Finally, it’s the night before we leave and I know I won't 
be able to sleep because I’m so excited. This is the best thing 
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that has ever happened to me. I’m only ten and I’m going on 
holidays. I’ve never been away before, and I don’t know anyone 
who’s been to England apart from my biggest sister. 

I’m delighted Martina’s coming, but I wish Leonard wasn't. 
He’s my older brother and we're always fighting. He punches 
me in the stomach and when I tell Ma, she gives out to me 
for telling tales. I’m glad Joyce is going, though, because I feel 
better when she’s there. 

It’s still dark when Da calls us. It feels like Christmas. I climb 
onto the mattress in the back of the van. Da put it there in 
case we get tired. We all sing songs on the way to the boat. I 
can't believe how many cars are driving on to this huge boat. I 
hope we don't sink. Everything feels special. In the canteen, they 
have the tiniest boxes of cornflakes and the biggest sausages I've 
ever seen and Da says we can have anything we want. It’s so 
funny watching everyone trying to stand straight while the boat 
is rocking. Even the plates and cups are sliding along the table. 

When the boat stops, it’s really dark. Da drives for a little 
while and stops at the side of the road to let us all get some 
sleep. We're all giggling as we pull the blankets up. Da and 
Leonard sleep at one end of the mattress and us three girls at 
the other. We all fall asleep. 

I can feel something between my legs. I can’t believe it! It’s 
him; he’s trying to get his hand between my legs. Not here, I 
didn’t think he'd do anything here. He’s breathing in my ear. 
But I have trousers on. I'll pretend to be asleep. What can he 
do? How did he get beside me? Oh, Jesus, I hope no one can 
hear him. I hope everyone’s asleep. Get away, not here. He’s 
behind me, and Joyce and Julie are on the other side. I hope 
they can't hear anything. What’s he doing? Can't he see Joyce 
and Julie are right beside me? 

‘Psst.’ 
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Oh, God, just go away, I’m not helping you. 

‘Psst, psst, June. Wake up.’ 

He won't leave me alone until I wake up and I don't want to. 
What if Martina hears? I’d better wake up and get it over with. 
I'd love to punch him, the big fat bastard. 

‘Psst, June, wake up.’ 

I hate him. Why can't he leave me alone? Why can’t he let me 
have this holiday without having to do this? 

“Take your trousers off.’ 

I try to take my trousers off under the blankets, so no one will 
hear. I move really slow, hoping he’ll change his mind. What if 
someone wakes up? What if Julie sees me? What’ll she think? 
She'll never talk to me again. She'll think I’m a dirty bitch. 
Can he not see that? Tears are falling into my hair. I can’t make 
a sound. I don’t want anyone to wake up. There’s nothing I can 
do. I give up. I start to turn around. He grabs my arm. 

‘Stay there.’ 

Why does he want me to stay this way? I hope he doesn’t try 
to put it in my bum because it’s horrible and hurts so bad, and 
Pll cry and make too much noise. 

He puts his thing in me from behind. At least he didn’t put 
it in the wrong hole. He’s breathing too loud. He’s going to 
wake Julie. What if she’s only pretending to be asleep? Oh, 
I'll die if she knows about this. How can I face her again? His 
zip is digging into me. It’s really hurting me but I have to be 
quiet. How can he do this to me, here? How can he not know 
how awful this is? He sounds like a dog, but I have to listen 
for anyone waking up. I hate him. Oh, Jesus, I think I hear 
something. I think someone’s awake. 

It’s over. 

I feel dirty and wet and I have nothing to clean myself with. 
He’s a big smelly bollox. I put my hands under the blankets 
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and try to find my trousers without waking anyone. I hate this 
holiday. I want to go home. 


OUP? 


It’s lashing rain outside. I know I’m going to be really late for 
school, but I hope that maybe I won't have to go. Ma shouts 
up the stairs again, and I go down really slow, hoping she'll tell 
me it’s too late to go now, but Da says, ‘Get fuckin moving and 
get out to school.’ 

I hate school. I have a sick feeling in my stomach and I’m 
going to be in trouble for being late again. 

The Glassy Lane is a shortcut, but I heard that a big hand 
comes after people when they go through that lane, so I think 
I'll take the long way to school. When I get there, a girl is 
closing the door. She won't open it for me but points, letting 
me know that I have to go in the main door beside the head 
nun’s office. I don’t want to because the nun will give out to 
me. I beg the girl to please let me in, but she won't, the bitch. 

I walk in the main door shaking, trying to think of a good 
excuse to tell the nun. I sneak in, hoping no one will hear me 
but the nun isn't there. I walk real fast to my class, feeling 
afraid all the time in case I’m caught. My heart is pounding” 
and now I have to think what I’m going to say to the teacher. 

The hallways are empty, but when I go into my classroom 
everyone stops and stares at me. 

‘Sorry, Teacher. My Ma didn’t call me till late.’ 

They all giggle. 

“You're ten years old, Miss Kavanagh. Can you not get yourself 
out of bed?’ 

I feel stupid and don’t know what to say, so I just stand there. 

‘Sit down,’ she says. 

I rush to my seat at the back of the class. The girls are in the 
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middle of copying something from the blackboard, so I get my 
pen and paper and try to focus on what’s written up for us. It’s 
all blurry but if I half-close my eyes, that way I can make out 
most of the words. The teacher lets out a roar. 

‘June Kavanagh!’ 

I jump and my heart pounds. 

‘Can you not see the board? Sit up the front here.’ 

Oh, God, she saw me squinting. I have to move, but I don’t 

want to. What can I do? 

‘OK, Teacher, I answer as I gather my things. 

I move to the top of the class where all the clever girls sit. 
I don't like this. She can see everything. What if she asks me 
something and I can't answer it. What’ll I do? She’ll be able to 
see my horrible writing, and what about Martina? I don’t want 
to sit anywhere without my best friend. 

I look at the other girls. They are better than me. They look 
clean with nice hair and always have pencil cases and new 
crayons and copybooks. I never have nice stuff with me; pencils 
never last in our house. And, anyway, I'm stupid. I never get my 
homework right. 

I notice Ann Burn sitting across from me. None of the class 
wants to sit beside her because she has long hair with knots 
in it and they say she has nits. At least I’m not that bad. I can 
really see the board from here, so at least that’s something. 

It’s jam and bread today for lunch and I hate it because 
there’s only a tiny bit of jam in the middle of the bread, but 
I’m starving, so I eat it. I don't like going out to the yard at 
lunchtime because it’s cold. Me and Martina sit in the shed 
waiting to go back in to class. 

After lunch, the teacher takes out the Buntts board. It’s a big 
black velvet board that you stick little pictures and Irish words 
on. I hate that board. I don’t understand what she’s saying, and, 
the more I try, the worse I get. 
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After Irish, we do the weather chart. Teacher usually picks 
the clever girls to do it. They fill in the weather forecast. I don't — 
know how they do it. | 

‘June Kavanagh, you haven't done the weather chart yet. You — 
can fill in the wind direction today.’ 

I pretend I can’t hear her. She says it again. 

“What?” 

‘You fill in the wind direction today.’ 

I look at her. I’m sure she can see I haven't got a clue what 
she’s talking about, so she speaks loudly and says, ‘Go outside 
and find out what direction the wind is blowing in today.’ 

I look around for someone to help me. One girl looks at me 
and says, ‘You have to go outside and find out which way the 
wind is blowing.’ 

‘How?’ 

But before she can answer, the teacher shouts at me to get 
on with it. 

I stand outside the class for a minute and decide I'd better go 
outside and see what happens. I’m in the yard feeling like an 
idiot, hoping the answer will come to me. I’m wondering what 
I'll say when I go back. I haven't a clue how to find out about 
the wind. I want to cry. A girl passes and | ask her if she knows 
how to tell the wind direction and she tells me to hold up a 
blade of grass and that will tell me. Then she runs off. 

I pull up a blade of grass and hold it up, but nothing happens. 
The wind is blowing, but I don't know where north or south 
are. I feel stupid and sick at the idea of going back in to the 
class. What can I say? What will I tell the teacher? I don't 
know what to do but a long time has passed and I think I’d 
better head back. 

My heart is pounding as I walk back to the corridor. I walk 


up and down a bit, scared of another teacher seeing me out 
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here, till I finally get the courage to go into class. The teacher 
is busy with a group of girls, so I go over to the weather chart 
and try and look like I know what I’m doing. I copy what was 
put in the book yesterday and then get back to my seat. I want 
to run and hide behind my desk, but I walk slowly, like ’m 
really confident. All the time my tummy is doing loops and I 
keep wiping my hands on my skirt to get rid of the sweat. A 
few minutes later, the teacher asks me, ‘Have you filled in the 
weather chart?’ 

‘Yes, Teacher,’ I answer, as calmly as I can. She doesn’t check. 
I look down at my book, pretending to read; my heart is still 
jumping. I wait for her to ask me how I know and keep my 
eyes down, looking at the blur on the page. 


June: 1973 


‘Lie down and I'll tell you a story,’ says Joyce. Paula jumps 
into her single bed, and me and Joyce pull the blankets up 
over us. Joyce is seventeen and should have her own bed, but 
Paula got it because she’s always sick, even though she’s only 
ten. Ma’s gone to Spain with Pamela and her husband and 
we're all missing her, so Joyce tries to make us all feel better by 
telling us a story. She tells us great stories, using all different 
voices and funny sounds, and Paula and I lie quietly, listening 
to every word. I don’t remember falling asleep but I wake up to 
someone calling me. 

‘Psst, June, come over here.’ 

I sit up in the bed, thinking it’s Paula and I stare over at her 
bed. It’s dark but it doesn’t look like her and then I realise 
she’s crawled over to me and Joyce, and is in our bed. They 
are both fast asleep. I rub my eyes and see it’s him; he’s in her 
bed! I’m raging. If I’d known it was him, I wouldn't have sat 
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up. Now he knows I’m awake, so I pretend I don’t understand 
what’s happening. 

Click, click. 

‘Come over here.’ 

I’m caught; I have to go over. I walk Soil rubbing my eyes, 
pretending I’m sleepy. He pulls back the blankets and moves 
over to make room for me. Oh, God, what’s he doing? Why 
does he want me in Paula’s bed with him? Why is he in here? 
Ma never goes to bed till really late, so he usually calls me into 
his room while she is finishing her jobs downstairs. I don't 
like him being in here. This is our room, and, anyway, the girls 
might wake up. 

‘Get the fuck in.’ 

I climb into the bed. It feels awful. What does he want? He 
puts my hand on his thing. 

‘Squeeze it tight, and pull it up and down.’ 

I hold his thing as tight as I can. It’s terrible, and the smell is 
making me feel sick. 

‘Put it in your mouth.’ 

“What?” 

‘Go on, put it in your mouth.’ He lifts up the blankets and 
pushes me down to his thing. Oh, God, the smell. ’m going 
to be sick. 

‘No, Da, I can’t.’ 

“You can. Go on, just put it in your mouth.’ 

I can’t put that thing in my mouth. I can’t do it. Pll be sick. I 
start to cry. 

‘Please, Da, don’t make me. I can't.’ 

‘Go on, just put it in your mouth.’ 

He puts his hand on the back of my neck and pushes my 
head down. 

‘No, no, no, Da, I can’t.’ 
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He’s pushing my head close to his thing. I can’t stop crying 
and I know I have to be quiet because I don’t want to wake up 
the girls. My head is right on top of it now. I’m gagging; I can 
feel the hot sick in my throat. His hand is hurting my neck and 
he wont let me go. 

‘Just fuckin do it.’ 

There’s no way I can put that in my mouth; it’s too big. I'll 
choke and the smell is really bad. 

‘Open your fuckin mouth.’ 

I try to open my mouth but when I get near, I close it again. 

Ican't. He’s going to kill me, but I really can't. I nearly get sick. 
He’s pushing my neck too hard and I can't hold my head back 
any longer. 

‘Put the fuckin thing in, you stupid cunt!’ 

I put it in my mouth. I choke and have to take it out. Yuck, 
it’s disgusting. What will I do? He’s still pushing my head so 
I try again, but I can't. I’m trying to take it back out of my 
mouth but he won't let me. He’s holding my head tight, so I 
cant move and I start choking. He kicks me out of the bed. 

“You useless cunt.’ 

He’s right. I am useless. I can't do anything. He’s so mad, 
Pll pay for this. I don’t stand up, just crawl over to my bed, 
sobbing. 


OH? 


It’s near the end of my first year at secondary school. I’m 
twelve years old and have spent the year trying to imitate the 
loud confident girls in my class. The school is scary, the way 
you have so much freedom, and how easy it is to mitch. I feel 
completely out of control, and I don’t like it. Being one of the 
popular girls, being funny and cheeky, gives me some sense of 
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being important, a bit of status, but I can only do that in one 
class with Mr Tebitt, because he’s so soft, and never gives out. 
Poor bastard. With the rest of them I am quiet as a mouse 
because I know they won't let me get away with it. 

The one day I went on the mitch with some of the girls, 
we spent the morning in my friend Aileen’s house, but my 
heart never stopped racing, and I was terrified of being caught. 
Any time they asked me after that, I had to pretend I wasn't 
interested because I just hated every minute of it. 

I am fat and self-conscious, and think I must be so ugly, 
not normal, like other girls who look pretty and have small 
feet and neat hands. My huge size-eight feet are laughed at 
by everyone. The day they took my runners and threw them 
around the classroom, I thought I would die. Why can't I be 
like everyone else? 

Near the end of the summer term we get given a note to 
bring home. I read it slowly as I walk home and begin to feel 
excited. I can feel butterflies in my stomach. When I — home 
I read it to Ma. 

“Ma, it says here if you want your child to return next year, I 
need to bring in three pounds to school. Does this mean that 
I don't have to go back?’ 

“You'll have to talk to your father about that,’ she says. 

I march into Da, nervous and excited at the same time. This is 
my escape plan and I’m determined to get my own way. 

‘Da, Ma said it was OK with her if it was OK with you that I 
leave school because this note says that if you want your child 
to attend school next year you have to send money.’ 

‘If it’s OK with your ma, then it’s OK, but you'll have to get 
a job.’ He doesn't even look up from the newspaper when he 
answers me. | can hardly get out of the room quick enough. 

And that’s it. I’m out of school! All my suffering is over. I 
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can't believe it was so easy. I won't have to-go back to that awful 
place ever again, but where am I going to get a job? 

I run over to tell Christine how lucky I am and she tells me 
that her sister is going job hunting the following morning and 
that I can go with her. 

The next morning, Noleen knocks for me and we begin our 
search. There are a load of clothes factories just over the bridge in 
Ballyfermot, so we take the short walk to them first but have no 
luck. Most of them say that I look too young and I think Noleen 
is regretting having me along. She has worked before but the 
place she was working in closed down the week before. 

“We'd better head into town,’ she says. 

I’m so glad I’m not on my own because Noleen knows where 
to go and if we get a job together at least I won't have to get the 
bus on my own in the mornings. We get off the bus in Thomas 
Street and begin knocking on doors. Still no luck, but one man 
looks at me and asks me how old I am. 

‘Thirteen,’ I lie. 

‘If you come back with a letter from your school saying you've 
left, Pll give you a job.’ 

I can’t believe it. I can easily do that and then I'll have a job, 
great! 

We try a few more places and decide to go home. I am trying 
not to look too happy because I’ll have a job as soon as I get 
my letter but poor Noleen won't. 

The next morning at about ten o'clock I go down to the school 
and it feels strange. The hallways are all empty but I don't feel 
scared any more because I don't have to come back here. I spot 
the head nun and walk over to her. 

‘Hi,’ I say, all chatty and full of beans. I never spoke to the 
woman in my life, but what can she do to me now? ‘My name 
is June Kavanagh and I need a letter to say I’ve left school.’ 
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She’s looking at me funny. 

‘T’m looking for a job,’ I explain patiently, thinking maybe 
she’s a bit touched in the head, ‘but the man I spoke to said 
that I need a letter from the school to say I have left.’ She looks 
hard at me and it feels like something is wrong here. 

‘How old are you?’ she snaps. 

‘Eh, just thirteen.’ I’m sorry I came in here now! I didn’t figure 
on this. She’ll probably make me come back and she doesn’t 
look happy. How can I get out of this? 

‘You're only twelve! You shouldn't even have left school.’ 

‘Eh, my ma and da said it’s OK and I’m looking for a job.’ 

‘Get out of my sight now or I'll have the inspector on to you. 

My face is red and I turn around and walk out of there as fast 
as I can. I run all the way home and tell Ma what the nun said, 
and she says, ‘Don't worry, Da says you can work in the shop 
with me.’ 

Wait till I tell Paula — she’ll be sick! Not only do I not have 
to go back to that shithole, but I get to spend the whole day 
with Ma! No more feeling stupid, no more break-times with 
no friends to play with, no more eating that crap they give 
you, or worrying over homework and tests. I might even get 
paid for working in the shop! I start thinking about what I'll 
do with my first week’s wages and run upstairs to make Paula 
jealous, humming “Welcome Home’, the new Peters and Lee 
song, loudly to myself. 


Jouce: 1961 


Da’s taking me into town and I feel so special. He’s grabbing 
my leg while he’s driving and it tickles so much, I laugh till my 
stomach hurts. I love it when he talks to me because I am only six, 
and he’s so clever. He explains why I cry when he does it to me. 


’ 
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“You have a skin. It stops me getting my thing into you, and 
that’s why you cry. When I break the skin, it won't hurt any 
more. Tonight I’ll give you a tablet; it’ll put you to sleep. And 
when I break the skin, I’ll buy you a new bike.’ 

He’s great for explaining it all to me. I’m so excited about my 
bike, I can’t wait for bedtime. 

He is tickling me. I can’t stop laughing. 

‘I can't wait to tell everyone about my bike, Da.’ 

‘No, don’t tell anyone yet. It’s our little secret.’ 

‘Ah, Da, can I just tell Leonard?’ 

‘No, then he’ll want one.’ 

He keeps putting his hand up my skirt. 

His nails are scraping me, but I don’t cry because I really 
want a bike. 1 keep looking out the window to make sure no 
one sees me. I’m trying to close my legs because a man in a 
lorry beside us is looking out of his window, but Da tells me 
to keep them open. I’m looking for something to cover me 
but Da has my skirt up high and there is nothing to put over 
me. I’m scared. What’ll I do if someone sees what he’s doing? 
They'll think I’m dirty. 

When we get home, it’s six o'clock. I’m dying to tell someone 
about my bike but I can't, so I sit waiting for bedtime. 

“What time have we to go to bed, Da?” 

Leonard and June think I’m mad because they don’t want 
to go to bed. I wait and wait until he finally says, ‘Chop chop, 
time for bed.’ 

‘Ah, Da, please, can we stay up for a little while?’ Leonard begs. 

I jump up real quick and go straight to bed. I’m so excited. 
Da shouts at Leonard and he stomps up the stairs crying. Da 
follows us up and checks to see if I have taken off my knickers. 
I pull up my nightie and show him. He gives me a tablet and a 
drink of water. I nearly choke because the tablet’s too big. 
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“Take a drink and swallow real quickly.’ 

June and Leonard want a tablet too but Da tells them that — 
I’ve a pain in my leg. I can't sleep, all I can think about is my 
bike. I can’t wait to get it. I’m the only one awake when Da 
comes up. 

‘It didn’t work, Da.’ 

‘It’s OK if you're not asleep. You'll still.be relaxed and it’ll 
make it easier for me. Come in here.’ 

I climb out of bed and go in to his room. He opens his 
trousers and takes out his thing. 

‘Here, hold it tight and pull it up and down, like this.’ His 
thing is all soft and stinky. I squeeze really hard and pull it up 
and down like he says. It’s purple with a slit on top. I try my 
best but my hand’s hurting. He’s angry and takes it off me to 
do it himself. 

‘Lie down and open your legs.’ 

I get on the bed and pull up my nightie so I can’t see what 
he’s doing. He puts Vaseline down there and I jump because 
it’s freezing. He lies on top of me. I’m squashed and I can't 
breathe. What’s wrong? I can feel it, he’s hurting me. He said 
it wouldn't hurt. I put my hand in my mouth so I won't make 
noise. I don’t want him to be angry. He’ll hit me if I make a 
noise. I look at the ceiling and think of my bike. It’s really 
hurting. I can't think of my bike any more because my legs are 
killing me. He’s digging his thing into me. I try to be brave, 
but I can’t stop crying. 

‘Open your legs wider.’ 

I try to stretch my legs but they’re open as wide as I can make 
them, and he’s breathing all heavy and right in my ear. The 
squishy sound is horrible. I want to put my fingers in my ears 
but if I take them out of my mouth, I'll make too much noise. 

‘Shush. You'll wake the others and you won't get your bike.’ 
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I can't be quiet, it hurts too much. He pulls me up off the bed 
and slaps me across the cheek. My face is stinging. 

‘You sniffling little cunt, fuck off back to bed and you can 
forget about that bike.’ 

Tm sorry, Da. 1 won't cry any more. Don't be mad, please, 
Da.’ 

He picks me up and throws me across the room. I hit my 
back off the wall and slide onto the bed. He’s gone, he hates 
me and I won't get my bike. I pray to God to make me good 
for Da. 


Joyce: 1964 


It’s so exciting; Da is making the shop bigger. It means we 
wont have to stand out in the cold when we are weighing the 
potatoes. It looks huge. Ronnie, Tony and Kevin are helping 
him and he is letting me help out too, even though I am only 
eight. 

The wall is getting really high now as they put one brick on 
top of the other. I can barely see the field outside. Da tells me 
he is going to put shelves along this wall and we can make more 
money because we will have more room for things. He says we 
will be rich when this is done, and I believe him because he’s great. 

Ronnie and Tony are working on the other wall and Kevin is 
mixing cement. The boys are laughing and joking and I am so 
happy because they are all having fun and there is no fighting. 
A man looks over the wall and asks Da what he’s doing; he’s 
from the Corporation he says, and I stand on my tippy toes 
to see him and I notice he’s holding a board in his hand and 
writing down something. 

‘I’m extending the shop,’ Da says. 

‘Who is the owner?’ 
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‘I am,’ says Da, not even looking at the man. 

‘You need permission to build an extension. You can't build 
without it.’ 

“Watch me.’ 

‘I am sorry, Mr Kavanagh, but this building has to come 
down.’ 

‘You can't tell me what to do on my own land. Now get the 
fuck off my property.’ 

‘I will have to send the authorities out to see you, Mr 
Kavanagh.’ The man stands back a bit from the wall and I can 
see he is scared. Da is so brave talking to this man with his 
clipboard. 

‘Send whoever you fuckin like. This is my property and you 
wont tell me what to do with it.’ 

The man looks afraid. The paper in his hand is shaking and 
he won't look at Da. He turns and walks away. 

Ronnie asks, “Will we stop, Da?’ 

‘No you fuckin won't. Get building and don't mind that 
bollox. No one will tell me what I can and can't do with my 
own fuckin house.’ 

“What if he gets the police, Da?’ 

‘I don't give a bollox. This is my land. Now get back to work. 
Fuck them, this is my house. Now give me the hammer. Did 
you see the little fucker running away?’ Da asks the boys. 

‘No, but I'd have run away if I was him!’ Ronnie says, and they 
all laugh. 

Da is so brave, no one can hurt him. He’s too strong and he’s 
not even afraid of the police. No one can mess with him; he’d 


kill them. 
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Joyce: 1968 


Oh shit, he caught me again. I quickly pull down my nightdress, 
feeling naked. Da does this every morning. I feel dirty and 
want to smack him as he glares at me. I hear him give his usual 
orders to get up, but I’m annoyed, so I ignore him. 

‘Did you wet the bed again? You dirty little bitch. You can 
clean them fuckin sheets when you come home from school.’ 

I feel sick. Why am I the only one to wet the bed? I’m twelve, 
and too old to wet the bed. He’s right — I am a dirty bitch. No 
matter how hard I try, it keeps happening. I dream I’m sitting 
on the toilet. That’s how it happens. June looks at me but says 
nothing, she’s annoyed because she is smelly because of me, 
and Paula has a smirk on her face. I want to kill her. Why me? 
What’s wrong with me? 

I pick my clothes up off the floor and put them on. They’re 
crumpled and dirty. I wish I could look like Sharon Butler. 
She’s always so clean, with her white pleated skirt and her 
spotless white socks and the ringlets in her shiny hair. She 
looks lovely all the time. I’ve no clean socks or knickers again, 
so I have to wear the ones I had on yesterday. 

I go down and start breakfast. Ma tells me to make porridge 
because the milkman’s not here yet. I pour the porridge in the 
pot, stir and watch it bubble and I whisper the poem I had to 
learn for homework. I know I’ll get it wrong again. 

‘June, Paula, breakfast is ready. Come now or we'll be late 
again,’ I roar up the stairs as I sit down to eat mine. 

They saunter into the kitchen, June with her big smile which 
annoys the hell out of me, and Paula with her whinging, trying 
to get off school again. Ma falls for this all the time, sitting 
Paula on her lap, stroking her hair like she’s a little baby. I'd 
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have to drop dead before she'd sit me on her lap. I hate the two 
of them. I do all the work here and no one ever notices me. 

‘Can I have more sugar?’ June asks. 

‘No, just eat and shut up,’I reply as I shout up the stairs, ‘I’m 
going to school now, Ma.’ 

I slam the door behind me as I head to school. I don’t like 
school. I knock for my friend Barbara. Like me, she’s always late. 
We talk about how we hate Sharon for being the teacher's pet. 
Barbara starts singing ‘I Got You, Babe’ and “Help Me, Rhonda’, 
the rest of the way to school, laughing when we forget the words. 

I sit at my desk near the back of the class. My pencil is worn 
right down, but I put it in the little groove of the desk and 
hope no one notices. 

‘Get out your catechisms and open at page 23,’ the teacher says. 

Shit, not this. I can remember all the Latin when I’m in mass 
but not in class. I open the page and read to myself. It’s like 
double Dutch, but I move my lips with everyone else as we 
recite the prayer. I watch Kate’s lips carefully, so no one will 
notice that I don’t have a clue what I’m saying. | 

‘OK, girls, English books and recite “Daffodils”,’ she says. 

Oh God, I’ve learned the wrong one. What’ll I do? My hands 
are shaking and sweaty as I take out my English book. My 
throat is dry. I need a drink of water. 

‘Right. All together, girls, the poem please.’ The teacher 
pushes her glasses up onto her nose. 

My heart is pounding. I pray she won't call me. I'd better 
move my lips so she doesn't notice. ‘I wandered lonely as a 
cloud’ the class is chanting. I can’t even find it in my book. 

‘Miss Kavanagh what’s the next line?’ the teacher asks me. 

I stumble to my feet, trying to spot the answer in the English 
book. I look around, hoping someone will give me the answer, 
but all I hear is my heart pounding. 
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‘Well, Miss Kavanagh, are you going to tell me or is it a secret?” 
‘Ehh, ehh.’ I’m stalling, hoping the floor will swallow me. 
‘Give me the next line!’ she roars at me. 

I’m frightened now. ‘I don’t know, ’I say. I try to hold back the 
tears but they flow down my face. 

“What are you crying about? 

‘The room is quiet and everyone stares at me. 

‘I don't know, Teacher. I learned the wrong poem last night,’ 
I say, wiping my tears with my sleeve. 

‘Come up here, Miss Kavanagh.’ 

I walk up to her slowly, my legs shaking. I can feel every eye 
on me. I have to use my sleeve again to wipe my nose and tears 
as I get closer to her. 

‘Tm sorry, Teacher, I learned the wrong poem. I made a 
mistake, Teacher.’ 

‘I only asked you a question. What are you so upset about?’ 
she asks, her voice softer. 

I sob and can't get any words out of my mouth. My sleeve is 
really wet as I stand in front of her. 

‘I want you all to go over your poem, girls. Sharon, you're in 
charge,’ she instructs the class as she takes me by the arm and 
leads me to the door. 

Oh shit, I’m in big trouble now. She must be taking me to the 
principal’s room. I’m afraid. 

“Teacher, I’m sorry. I learned the wrong poem.’I keep saying 
it over and over as she takes me into the hallway. I can hear the 
class giggling as the door closes behind us and Sharon shouts 
at them to be quiet. Teacher brings me to the big window 
outside our classroom and stands in front of me. 

‘Joyce, is there something wrong?’ she asks in her nice voice. 

I'm crying so much now, I can’t talk. 

‘I learned the wrong poem.’ 
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‘Is everything OK at home?’ 

I don’t get it. What’s home got to do with me not knowing my © 
poem? I wish she'd let me go back to my desk. She asks me again 
if everything is OK at home. I’m sobbing, so it’s hard to answer. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Are you sure, Joyce?’ she asks, stroking = hair. 

“Yes, Teacher.’ 

What’s she on about? What does she want me to say? I can’t 
think of anything to tell her. 

“Why are you crying?” 

‘I learned the wrong poem, Teacher.’ 

‘Pull yourself together. Go clean yourself up, then come back 
to class and learn your poem for tomorrow, she says. 

I walk down the corridor to the toilet, still sobbing. I wet 
my face in the sink, hoping it will hide my big red eyes, but 
it doesn't. I look for something to wipe my face on but there’s 
nothing, so I use my jumper again. I can't stop crying and every 
time I wipe my face more tears come down. I don’t want to walk 
back into the class because I know they’ll all stare at me but the 
teacher will be mad because I’ve been so long. I can hear them 
all saying their tables as I stand outside the door. I take a few 
deep breaths before I open the door and walk in. They go quiet 
as I go to my desk and I can feel their eyes staring. 

‘Did I tell you to stop?’ The teacher says to the class, banging 
her ruler on the desk. 

I jump with fright and slip into my seat. I want to go home. 

It seems like forever until the bell rings and it’s time to go 
home. I rush out to the gate to see Barbara waiting for me. 
We laugh all the way home and she never mentions what 
happened in class. 

As I turn the corner to my street, I notice Da’s car isn’t there. 
I run through the shop, knowing I can get my housework done 
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and go and play before he gets back. I finish really quickly, and 
look around to check everything before I rush out the door. 

I skip up to the little field at the top of the road to meet the 
girls. It’s nearly six oclock when Da stands at the door and 
shouts at me to come in. I hope he doesn’t hit me in front of 
everyone because I go real red. 

“Where’s that bollox, Leonard?’ 

‘Don't know, Da.’ 

Everyone is kneeling in front of the telly waiting for the 
Angelus to begin. The bells start and we begin saying the Our 
Father. There’s still no sign of Leonard. He’ll get it when he 
turns up. When we finish our prayers, I start the dinner. 

‘Cunt, get me a cuppa, he says, handing me a filthy cup with 
stains down the side and a big crack in it. 

I pull a clean cup out of the press and pour the tea out of our 
army teapot which smells of burned tea bags. I hand him the 
tea and head back to the kitchen to get the dinner. He shouts 
at me, ‘Where’s my fuckin cup? What kind of a fuckin idiot are 
you? Get me my own cup, gee bag.’ 

I empty the tea into his dirty chipped cup. I want to spit in 
it before I give it back, but I don’t. My hands are shaking with 
temper. I wish I could tell him to fuck off. 

Ma’s still in the shop, so I prepare the spuds, steak and kidney 
pies and peas. When it’s ready, I signal by shouting ‘Dinner’ to 
no one in particular, as I place his dinner on the table. 

‘Who do you think you're feedin, a fuckin mouse? Give me 
more fuckin spuds. I’m only the bleedin boy in this house.’ 

I pick up the plate, top up the spuds and give it back to him. 
Everyone sits in silence at the table except him. He laughs at 
the telly with his mouth full and dribbles down his shirt. After 
dinner, Da tells Paula to help me with the washing up. I wash 
and she dries, not a word between us. I put Ma’s dinner in 
the oven and check the sheet for my bed to see if it’s dry. It’s 
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still a little wet but I sneak upstairs to make my bed and give 
the room a quick tidy. I throw the shoes in the big cardboard 
box in the corner and quickly make the bed with the horrible 
smelly blankets that itch my skin. I really want to see Get 
Smart, which starts in a minute. I rush down in time for the 
start and sit on the floor in front of the TV. 

Click, click. 

I hear it in the background but I OR not to notice. 

Click, click. 

‘Oi! You lot, feet.’ He points at me, Paula and June. 

I run in to get the basin and June grabs the powder and a 
towel. I really want to see Get Smaré, so I hurry and put the 
basin down in front of him. The lazy sod won't even move his 
feet, so Paula lifts them and takes off the smelly socks, which 
are making her sick as she plonks his feet in the water. 

‘It’s too fuckin hot! Are you trying to scald me?’ he shouts as 
he hits me on the back of the head. 

I lift the basin to add cold water. I’m missing my programme. 
We each do our job on his feet while we watch Get Smart. 
When it’s over, he tells us to go to bed. I have to learn my 
spellings and my tables, so I jump up. It’s like a speed test as 
we all want to be in bed when Da comes up to do the knicker 
test, checking to see that we're not wearing our pants. He says 
they’re dirty, and we're not allowed to wear them in bed. When 
he’s gone, I learn my tables and do the rest of my homework 
until I am too tired. 

“Will you tell us a story please, Joyce?’ June asks. 

‘OK, give me a minute.’ 

I make up a story of how brave I am in school, telling my sisters 
lies about how everyone likes me and I have loads of friends. 

‘I have to go to the loo, June.’ 

‘Yeah, I have to go too,’ June replies. 

We both get out of bed, pull up our nightdresses and slide 
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our bums under the bed, listening to the hissing sound as we 
pee. We wait until it seeps into the carpet and get back into 
the bed again. 

We always pee under the bed because we don’t have a bucket 
in our room like the boys. To use the toilet downstairs, we have 
to pass through Da’s room and I’m afraid he’ll call me to do 
something. It’s a wonder no one ever says a word about the 
smell. 

‘Paula, turn off the light,’ I shout over. We cuddle in and go 
to sleep. 


CULTS 
Joyce: 19F1 


It’s bedtime. The other two have already gone but I was 
allowed to stay up and watch Dad’s Army cos I’m older. When 
it’s finished, I run up and get undressed before he comes up to do 
the knicker test. 

‘Have you got your knickers off?’ 

“Yes, Da.’ 

‘Let me see then.’ 

He pulls back the blankets and we lift our nightdresses 
quickly and pull them straight down again. 

‘Good, now straight to sleep.’ 

He turns out the light and closes the door behind him. 

‘I miss Ma. Do you, Joyce?” 

EYES. 

‘Me too,’ shouts Paula from her bed across the room. 

“When is she coming home, Joyce?” 

‘I don’t know. She’s at a funeral in England; she could be 
gone for a week.’ 

June is ten now and Paula eight, and they miss Ma. I do too, 
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but I am enjoying playing Mammy while she’s away. I feel very 
grown up. After all, I’m fifteen now, and I do all the dinners and 
get the girls ready for school anyway. 

I wake up feeling Da’s hand under the blankets. He’s trying to 
get between my legs. It’s very dark, so I turn around and pretend 
to be asleep. 

‘Psstt, psstt?” 

If I stay asleep, he’ll go away. 

‘Psstt, Joyce?” 

Why wont he leave me alone? It’s dead quiet, his hand is 
gone. He must think I’m asleep. He’s lifting me up. I keep my 
eyes closed. Where is he bringing me? What’s he doing? He’s 
putting me down. Where am I? [’ll have to wake up. I sit up 
rubbing my eyes and yawning, so he’ll think I’m only waking 
now. 

“Where am I?’ 

‘Shush, it’s all right, you’re here with me.’ 

Oh, God, I’m in his bed! I should’ve woken up when In was in 
my own bed. What’s he going to do? 

‘Can I go into my own bed, Da?’ 

‘No, I want you to sleep with me tonight.’ 

“What, all night?’ 

“Yes, won't that be nice?’ 

‘But, Da, I want to sleep in my own bed.’ 

He laughs. “That’s only because you never slept with me 
before.’ 

I don't want to be with him all night. What can I do? What 
can I say? 

“When you do it, Da, can I go back to my own bed?” 

‘Shush, be quiet. Take off your nightdress.’ 

“What? But, Da, I’ve nothing on underneath.’ 

“Take it off.’ 
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‘Will I just pull it up out of your way, Da?’ 

‘No, take it fuckin off.’ 

Oh, Mammy, oh God, help me. 

‘Come on, take it off.’ 

I pull up my nightie slowly, hoping he’ll change his mind. 
Oh, Jesus, what'll I do? He grabs my nightie and reefs it off 
me. I’m freezing. He pulls me down beside him and puts his 
arm round me, rubbing me all over to make me warm. He 
rubs my belly and moves up to my tits. I haven't even got tits. 
They’re just little lumps. He’s never touched me there before. 

Oh Mammy, Mammy, Mammy, someone help me. I close 
my eyes real tight, and try to think of something nice. Think 
of Christmas. Oh, Jaysus, I can't. 1 can’t because Da’s hand is 
between my legs. He’s putting his finger inside me and his nail 
is killing me. His other hand is on my tits and it feels really 
horrible. Please help me, please, anyone. I close my eyes tighter 
and think of the fun we had at Christmas with Kevin. 

God, what’s he doing? He’s kissing me on my mouth. I’m going 
to be sick. I try to turn my head to get away, but he turns too. 
His face is rough and it’s hurting me. The smell is terrible. I can’t 
believe he’s doing this; he never did this before. Does he think 
I’m Ma? She’s not here. I’m trapped. There’s no one to stop him. 
He sits up. What’s wrong? Is he going to hit me over the kissing 
thing? He gets on top of me. He’s too heavy. I can't breathe. 

‘Open your legs.’ 

They are open, you eejit. I can't get them any wider. 

‘Open your fuckin legs I said.’ 

I stretch my legs as wide as I can and he leans on me again. 
His knuckles are digging into my legs because he’s trying to 
put his thing into me and I think my legs are going to break. 
He has it in, so he’ll be moving his hand away now and maybe 
it won't hurt as much. I look at my usual spot on the ceiling. 
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It’s dark and I can’t really see it but I don’t care, I know where 
it is. He’s making that funny sound; he must be nearly finished. 
I hope I can go back to my own bed now. 

Something’s wrong. He stops and gets off me. He’s breathing 
funny. I hope he doesn't hit me. I must’ve done something 
wrong. 

‘Can I go back to my own bed now, Da?” 

‘No, I’m not finished.’ 

Why did he stop if he wasn’t finished? I’m cold, the blanket 
is at the bottom of the bed and I have nothing on. | want to 
cover myself but I’m afraid to move. He rubs me down there 
and keeps putting his hand on my tits. What’s he doing? Why 
did he stop? 

“Turn around.’ 

“What? Around where?’ 

‘On your belly.’ 

“Why? For what?’ 

‘Just do what you're fuckin told!’ 

I lie on my belly and he gets on top of me. He slaps me on the 
back of the head and tells me to be quiet. His knee is between 
my legs. He’s putting his thing in from behind. I wish he'd 
hurry up and finish. He pulls my bum in the air and touches 
my tits. He’s on his knees pushing my head into the pillow. I 
can't breathe. I try to lift my head but he pushes it back. 

‘Oh, yes, yes.’ 

‘Can I go back to my own bed now, Da?’ 

‘Don't move. I’m not finished.’ 

Why does he keep stopping? He’s rubbing my bum again with 
his thing and he keeps putting it in and taking it out again. 

‘Almost there.’ 

My legs are killing me, so I move a little. 

‘Ah, yes, that’s my girl. You're enjoying this now.’ 
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Oh, God, how does he think that? I'll never move again. I 
feel a pain in my bum like a knife. I let out a scream. I can't 
help it, he’s putting it in the wrong hole. 

‘Da, you're putting it in the wrong hole.’ 

He pushes my head into the pillow. The pain, oh, God, make 
him stop. 

‘Da, you're putting it in the wrong hole. It’s hurting me.’ 

He puts his hand on my neck and pushes my head into the 
pillow. I can’t breathe. I try to move but I can't. I can see a 
white bart 

“Yes, yes.’ 

I can hear him, but the light is getting brighter. ie cant feel 
anything. No more pain. It feels lovely. I must be dead. 

I hear someone calling me and my face is stinging me. It’s 
Da, he’s smacking me on the face. I don’t want to wake up; it’s 
nice here. He’s smacking me again, so I have to open my eyes. 

‘You silly girl. That’s what happens when you don't do what 
you're told.’ 

‘Can I go back to my own bed now?” 

‘Yes.’ 

I pick up my nightie and go to the toilet. I sit in the corner 
and rock myself until I stop crying. 


CRLT> 


Joyce's Kitchen 2010 


It’s 2010, and the women have been working on their book for 
several years now, albeit with lengthy and frequent breaks. This is 
the most intensive period of writing so far, though, and whilst they 
can feel something shift, a letting go taking place, it's tough, painful 


and exhausting. 


vi 


The room is silent as Paula tidies Joyce's kitchen table, moves 
papers, empties ashtrays and damp tissues into the bin and clears 
away half-drunk cups of tea. The sisters are emotional, tearful, 
wrung out. 

‘Reading that, you realise the innocence, ” says Joyce. Tts*a 
reminder that we were just children. You forget that sometimes. 
Remembering how young we were really helps me to believe that it 
wasn't my fault.’ 

The cold, dull Saturday afternoon has been spent sitting in Joyce's 
kitchen, reading each other's childhood memories. It’s been a struggle 
for all three sisters, and their red puffy eyes and the overflowing 
ashtray are testimony to the emotion of the day. 

‘Me too,’ says June, wiping her nose and sniffing. ‘It's the first time 
I can really see it had nothing to do with me. That it was done to 
me. Jaysus, that’s been a long time coming.’ 

June bows her head and sobs, this time long and hard. 

IT know what you mean, about accepting that it wasn't our fault,’ 
says Joyce gently. She 1s eager to talk, analyse and interpret what 
they have shared tn their writing. ‘It was difficult to accept I was 
innocent because he made us have an active role in the abuse. We 
had to take it out for him, get it ready for him, put it in the right 
hole for him.’ 

I know,’ says Paula, between deep drags of her cigarette. ‘He was 
never ready, never turned on. It wasnt about the sex for him, or 
needing the release. It was about power and control.’ 

And apart from the physical stuff,’ Joyce continues, and being 
complicit in the abuse, I also had this huge need to be loved, to be 
needed, to please him. Did he make you go to confession? He made 
me go, and I did it! Imagine the stupidity, given what was going 
on. Youd think he would have been worried.’ 

No, I never had to do that, but he obviously had a fetish for 
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Communion dresses,’ says Paula. I’m pretty sure that’s the first 
time he went the whole way with me.’ 

Me too,’ June says. At least I think so. I know there was definitely 
full sex on my Communion day and I don't think he had done 
that before then. The abuse had started long before that though. I 
remember my feet would dangle off the side of the bed when he was 
at me. They didn't reach the ground, that’s how young I was. But 
full sex, yeah, I'm pretty sure that was in my white Communion 
dress.’ 

I never had any of those feelings,’ says Paula angrily. ‘You know, 
wanting to please him, the way you dtd, Joyce. There was no part of 
what I did that was about him. I had given up trying to make him 
like me, even at that youn 1g age.’ 

‘That's a lie!’ explodes Joyce. “You were constantly disappointed 
when he didn’t acknowledge you or when he excluded you. You're 
the only one who went to his funeral, for God's sake!’ 

‘Yeah, come on, Paula,’ says June; ‘that’s just not true that you 
stopped wanting to please him. Looking for his approval was a 
huge thing for you.’ 

Paula shakes her head, a wry smile on her face. ‘You fuckers,’ she 
laughs. Jaysus, you get away with nothing with you two! I know, I 
know, I've really struggled to acknowledge that actually I spent years 
trying to get his approval. To be honest, it’s only now I'm joining 
up the dots. The coaching sessions at work and the focus on taking 
responsibility, they made me realise that I cant blame everyone else, 
which is what I did for years. If I was in a bad mood, tt wasnt 
my fault; it was other people upsetting me. Anything that went 
wrong, any difficulties at all, I was always able to find someone else 
to blame, rather than take any responsibility for it myself. Before I 
went to counselling, I was convinced it was all my fault, that the 
abuse was my fault. Then in counselling, I didnt engage, but I kept 
hearing that I'm not responsible, this was done to you. So I took that 
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on, but lived my life believing I had no responsibility for anything. 
I didn’t separate out that the abuse was one thing, my life another.” 

I was really worried that this writing process would somehow 
justify you not taking any responsibility,’ says Joyce. ‘I knew that 
revisiting the abuse, and beginning to understand our innocence 
in it, might leave you thinking that you could live your life as the 
victim, taking no ownership. That would have been really hard on 
all of us, so it’s great, finally, that youre starting to separate those 
things out.’ 

There is gentle laughter as the sisters enjoy the teasing, and the. 
comfort that comes with knowing each other so intimately. The deep 
sense of each other is hugely reassuring for them. 

It’s only in writing this book that I realised I've been angry for 
years,’ says Paula. I know it started with him, but I took that anger 
everywhere with me. I used to get such pleasure from annoying 
him in small ways where I had some control. I couldnt stop the 
abuse, but I could irritate him with things like moving his stuff on 
the table, or coming in ten minutes late, so that’s where I put my 
energy. 

I think you were really brave doing that,’ says June. 

‘But that was how I got my daily conquest! I knew I couldn't stop 
him, so you take control where you can, don't you?’ 

‘What strikes me most is our willingness and passion to protect 
him, how we took on responsibility for everything,’ says June. ‘We 
were the ones who would have assumed the blame if we got caught, 
so we watched in case someone came up the stairs. That's the hardest 
thing to hear, and even in counselling that was the most difficult 
thing to accept, that I had taken responsibility for the abuse, because 
then I had to stop doing that and start blaming him.’ 

I don't remember trying to protect him,’ says Paula. T didn’t tell 
anybody about the abuse because I was convinced it was my fault. 
I know I protected people and him by not telling anybody but I 
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_ thought I was protecting me, and stopping Mammy leaving. It 
| wasn't because I wanted to protect him. ? 


T can’t believe how stupid I was,’ June laughs, but her expression 
immediately turns to one of sadness, regret. ‘I couldnt feel sorry 
for myself because I thought I was to blame. I wasn’t able to 
relinquish the hurt and pain, because I believed I had to take some 
responsibility for what happened. I always suffered under the 
delusion that he couldnt possibly understand what he was doing, 
because he couldn't have done it if he did. I couldn't cope with the 
idea that he had made choices. Even in counselling, I couldn't take 


it when they said he was evil. I was ever the optimist. When the 


abuse came out, I said to Joyce, “Da wasn't always bad. Remember 
he took us to Butlin’s?” And she said, “Yeah and what did you have 


to do for that?” I never put those things together. Thick, eh?’ 

‘We all so quickly call ourselves stupid,’ says Joyce, stubbing out 
her cigarette. And think of ourselves as dense. But now, discussing 
this, I realise that actually it was innocence. It makes sense that 
we didn't understand things. There is something very freeing in 
that for me, understanding I wasn't stupid; that I was just a naive 
child. That's a powerful realisation.’ 

The room is calm now, and for a moment the sisters look out at the 
darkening sky, each remembering their own innocence. 

I was oblivious of the possibility that the same thing was 
happening to others in the house,’ says Paula, so we were all naive 


or innocent or stupid, in our own way. I firmly believed it was only 


me, because he hated me. I was convinced that what was happening 
was only happening to me and to nobody else. It didn't cross my 
mind for a second that the same thing had happened to you.’ Paula 
avoids her sisters’ eye contact as she fidgets with the sheets of writing 
strewn across the table. 

“There have been so many secrets, haven't there? It’s not just the 
abuse itself,’ says Joyce, ‘but even when this all came out, and people 
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talked about it, they just referred to him as “your father”. It was a 
taboo subject, and he was powerful, wasnt he? 

‘He certainly didn’t suffer fools lightly,’ laughs June. 

T used to get very upset when people criticised him. I took it really 
personally when people on the road called him “jug-head’! Joyce 
laughs at herself as she thinks about the many occasions when young 
people on the road would have shouted abuse at their father. ‘But 
they only ever did it from a safe distance. They werent eejits!’ 

I thought they were great because none of us had the guts to do 
that. I really admired people for criticising him, especially June 
when she did it,’ says Paula. 

I don’t remember anyone criticising him!’ June stares wide-eyed 
and laughing at her sisters. ‘Honestly, I don't. Did they?’ 

Jaysus, June, you were the worst! Even Paula felt sorry for him 
when you gave out to him. You had a wicked tongue.’ 

June, you were great at slagging people,’ Paula says. ‘We all loved 
how you amused us so much.’ 

I slagged myself because it was easier than waiting for them 
to slag me! It was a good defence mechanism I guess. I always 
anticipated being called names, so I tried to get in there first, and 
being funny is part of that protection too, isnt it? You can't be hurt 
if youre laughing.’ 

Paula picks up some of the papers and flicks her finger against a 
sheet. “The thing I found the most disgusting reading this, what 
really made me feel sick, was him trying to kiss you, Joyce. It’s like a 
prostitute saying she'll do anything but don’t kiss me.’ 

‘Oh no,’ says June. “The worst thing was yours, Paula, and your 
insides coming out.’ 

‘Girls,’ says Joyce impatiently, ‘we're not going to compete over 
what was the worst experience! They were all terrible. None of it 


should have happened.’ 
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Paula and June nod, eyes down, chastened by Joyce's uncharacteristic 

| outburst. 

Do you know what I hated most?’ continues Joyce. ‘When hed try 
and touch you up, grab your chest, or your arse.’ 

He never touched my chest. I hadn't got one!’ says June. 

He didn't just grab your arse,’ says Paula, ‘Hed go right up your 
| shift! He did it to everyone: women who came into the shop, anyone. 
| But everybody passed it off as a joke. He'd convince you that if you 
had a problem with it, there was something wrong with you.’ 

Joyce adds, ‘Hed be at you the whole time. Youd be making a 
sandwich and hed be in at your nipples. It made my skin crawl, 
but it was just the norm.’ 

“Gis a look”, do you remember that?’ asks June. ‘Hed say, “Gis a 
Took” and youd have to open your legs so he could see your fanny.’ 

T remember one night he was in bed and called me in,’ says Joyce, 
and there he was reading a book, not the Bible for a change. It was 
obviously an erotic book, and he was fiddling with himself, and 

feeling me, and he says, “Do you like that?” 

“No,” I say. “Really?” he says, all disappointed. “No,” I say. “Well, 
it says here, thats good. It says here if I touch your clitoris, that 
youll really like it.” Jaysus, I was eight! I hadn't even heard of a 
clitoris! Come to think of it, I havent fuckin heard much about 
one since!’ Joyce roars laughing. They all do, deep belly laughs. ‘But 
really, I was disgusted. The idea that he thought I might like it,’ she 


adds, more sombrely. ‘I remember one time pares him if I could 





have tights. I must have been about sixteen,’ says Joyce, lighting 
another cigarette. ‘D’you know what the dirty fucker did? He went 
and bought me stockings, and, girls, wait till I tell you, it gets worse 

.. he put them on me!’ 

‘He what? Ah, Jaysus.’ 

The three sisters collapse with laughter. Between gasps of breath, 
June manages to add, Tl go one better, girls. He bought me a see- 
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through black negligee. I think he thought Id parade around the 
house in it! 

‘Well, I didn’t get anything like that,’ says Paula. “The only thing ' 
he ever bought me was that silver catsuit thing. I looked like | 
someone had pissed on me! I couldn't walk down the road in it 
without everyone laughing at me.’ | 

‘Yeah, it was a one-off, wasn't it?’ says June. 

Ah, Jaysus, Paula, it was desperate,’ says June, struggling to speak : 
through her giggles. 

The laughter gives way to the sadness again, as the three women 
look at the written pages covering the table, shuffling painful 
memories into neat piles as they begin to finish their work for the 
evening. The room is dark now, but, despite the tiredness, they are 
elated by the sense of their lives coming together, both on paper and 
around the kitchen table. 

I had such anxiety about going to school, being noticed, everyone 
knowing how thick I was,’ says June, lighting another cigarette. T 
would have done anything to be invisible, to avoid my name being 
called.’ 

Yes, that was the worst, having your name called out and everyone 
looking at you,’ agrees Joyce. ‘I just went blank, I fell apart. Id start 
crying, blubbing, trembling from head to toe. Iremember ‘feeling my 
heart pounding in my chest. It was terrible, just from the teacher 
calling my name. It’s only recently made sense to me, that what I 
really wanted was to be invisible.’ 

T only realised that too as we've been writing this book,’ says 
June. ‘It was the being seen that was so difficult, so bein g called out 
of class, being asked to do something, or somethin g being expected of 
you, was so exposing, really frightening. ’ 

Knowing I was stupid, it was obviously only a matter of time 
before everyone else would know it, so youd try and avoid the 
attention. Id see white and go blind if the teacher called my name. 
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I couldnt see anything,’ adds June, dragging on her cigarette. 

That's interesting you went blind,’ says Paula. ‘I went deaf! As 
soon as my name was said, I couldn't hear another word. I was so 
scared that I would either shit or wet myself. I used to spend the 
whole day clenching my butt cheeks. The whole day! I couldn't focus 


on what was happening in the classroom.’ 


‘You always got out of school; we hated you for that,’ June says, 
| looking at Paula. 

I couldn't breathe! In hindsight, my bronchitis was probably 
| psychological. It was instant. As soon as I was called for school, I 
: felt the panic and then the struggle to breathe. Im not saying that 
: all the time I cried off school it was because of my bronchitis, but as 
soon as I made the connection between being sick and getting Ma’s 
attention and then being allowed to go back to bed, I used it to my 
best advantage and as often as I could. I used to cry in Ma’s face 
and ask if I could get into her bed with her. I knew Ma didn’t want 
me there — she would turn her back and I knew I wasn’t to touch 
her — but it was the only safe place in the house.’ 

‘We didnt understand that. We didn't believe you were sick at all; 
we thought you were just a weasel. I remember being so annoyed. 
Id be really irritated by you. I know now it was jealousy. You got 
off school, whereas we were always just sent off, it didn't matter 
what was wrong with us,’ says June. 

‘The fear and terror of being at school was so disproportionate, 
for all of us,’ Joyce says. And yet, it never dawned on me that there 
was any connection between how I felt at school and the abuse at 
home. That time the teacher asked me if there was anything wrong 
at home, it never occurred to me that I could tell her about Da. I 
didn’t see the link.’ 

‘Do you remember sewing class? My hands would sweat so much, 
I couldn't hold the needle. ‘The material would end up being damp 
and the stitches would be all over the place,’ Joyce continues. 
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‘Youd be mortified handing up this scabby bit of material, or the ' 
knitting with all the holes,’ says June. ‘I hated it so much, not being 
able to take some pride in my work. And yet we could sew and knit 
with our eyes shut at home. There was just constant fear at school. ' 
No wonder we all thought we were thick. We were never able to 
answer a question in school, so of course we assumed it was because 
we were stupid. Plus the fact that at home nobody ever said well 
done for anything. We were told all the time how dense we were, 
how we couldn't do anything right. And we never knew that we 
were all going through the same thing. I thought I was the only one 
who panicked that way.’ 

T used to sweat so much out of nerves that the page would be wet. 
School was a disaster, the copybook would look like Id walked on 
it, or spilled something on it. Youd be so embarrassed,’ says Paula. 

“There was a real innocence in us though, even when we were 
teenagers,’ says Joyce. I was still playing skipping and games on the 
road when I was seventeen and eighteen, and I was happy doing 
that. Mentally, we were much younger than our age. Things were 
different then, children were children for longer, but we were very 
sheltered too. In a strange way, we were brought up in a cocoon.’ 

I think youre right, Joyce. None of us got our periods until we 
were in our late teens, and we didnt even develop boobs until we 
were old, much older that our friends, and in my case not until I 
got pregnant!’ June laughs. ‘In some ways, our bodies were refusing 
to grow up, werent they? It’s like we were in denial that we were 
becoming adults.’ 

Joyce's daughter knocks on the door and puts her head into the 
kitchen. A routine has emerged as the sisters’ writing has developed, 
and the families know not to disturb them when they are working. 

‘Ma, I'm hungry. Is it time for tea yet?’ 

Yes, love. I'll get it now.’ 

Joyce gets up from the table, puts on the kettle, and pulls out a bag 
of potatoes from under the sink. ‘Id better get these guys sorted,’ she 
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says, emptying the spuds into the sink. But, listen, I think we're 
_ doing great. It’s really coming together, isnt it?’ 
| Abso-fuckin-lutely,’ confirms June, emptying the ashtrays. “That's 
been a good day’ work.’ 
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Chapter 3: Decision Time 


2 February 1989 


The days following the disclosure of the abuse are filled with 
confusion and fear for all the family, but especially for the three 
sisters. No one is clear about what will happen next, or what 
they should do, and they all worry about how their mother is 
coping. She reverts to her usual quietness and is withdrawn 
and remote. Whilst the distance is typical of her, it worries 
the women as they struggle to interpret what she’s thinking 
or feeling. Occasionally, she has an outburst of anger, calling 
her husband a bastard and saying that she wants him dead, 
but mostly she keeps herself busy working in the factory, the 
rhythm of the sewing machine giving some sense of normality 
to the day. She needs routine. 

The sisters are surprised to find they are relieved that the 
secret is finally out, and, over the days, they tentatively begin 
to share their experiences and talk through their common 
hurt. They welcome the opportunity to talk openly about their 
abuse, and although it is gradual and slow, the conversations 
are filled with emotion. 
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There is, however, a constant fear in the house that their father 
will come back and act as if nothing has happened or deny the 
allegations, and that no one will be able to do anything about 
it. Their brothers are ever present, an unspoken understanding 
that they need to be around, to offer reassurance, possibly even 
protection, in the event that they are needed. The murmur 
of hushed conversations, whispered debate, is an incessant 
backdrop to the apparent normality of the house. 

Kevin is the only one in contact with their father, who is 
staying in a B&B in town, and he comes to the house each day, 
always with another list of demands from him. 

“What the fuck does he want this time? Paula fumes, 
snatching the list from Kevin's hand. ‘His sweets? His fuckin 
Vicks sweets? Can you believe the neck of the bastard?’ 

‘He just wants us worrying that he’s sick,’ says Joyce calmly. 

‘He is fuckin sick, but it’s nothin a packet of Vicks will sort!’ 
Paula says. 

A few days later, Kevin comes for the typewriter, and, the 
next day, the request is for their father’s binoculars. 

Kevin gets verbal abuse from his siblings with every request 
he brings, and he keeps reminding them that he is only the 
messenger. He is genuinely worried that his father may harm 
himself and, on one visit, he tells his sisters that he has agreed 
to let their father move in with him for a while. ‘Just till we 
know what we're going to do. At least this way we know where 
he is and he can’t get up to anything,’ he adds. 

‘How can you let that man into your house? What exactly do 
you think is going to happen here? Do you think he’s going to 
wake up some day and be better?’ Paula screams. 

But June and Joyce are relieved to know someone will be 
watching over their father and that he will have a decent place 
to stay. They understand Paula’s anger, but avoid eye contact 
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with her and remain quiet. The contradictions within them feel . 
like a growth in their lungs, putting pressure on their breathing, © 


making it difficult to swallow. They know this man has 
committed terrible hurts, dreadful betrayals of trust, yet they 
can't bear to think of him cold or not being looked after. 

A few weeks after their father moved in with his son, Kevin - 
catches Joyce, June and Paula in the kitchen over lunch. He 
takes a cup of tea and a deep breath and the sisters wait quietly, 
knowing he has something important to say. 


' 


‘So, Da and me had a chat last night, you know, about what © 
he did, you know ...’ his voice trails off, embarrassed, awkward. — 
‘He admitted he’s done wrong, and realises he has a sickness, — 


but he said he hasn't done anything for over six years. He says 
that’s all in the past now.’ 

‘So what about Deirdre?’ June asks, thinking about how this 
whole exposure came about. “That only happened in the last 
couple of years, didn’t it?’ 

‘Da says, and don’t go mad, I’m only telling you what he said, 
but he says it was Deirdre who tried to seduce him and that he 
only touched her dickey.’ 

‘He thinks an eight year old can seduce a grown man? That it’s 
nothing to touch a child’s vagina?’ Joyce spits with contempt. 
“How dare he, the sick bastard!’ 

‘He says he’s battling with it. He’s been getting confession at 
least three times a week and going to mass every day,’ Kevin says. 

‘Does he think going to confession makes it all right?’ Paula 
asks. 

‘Look, I know it sounds pathetic but this is the crap he’s 
coming out with. At least it gives us an indication of what’s 
going on in his sick head.’ 

The sisters shout over one another, angry, furious, reminded 
sharply of the sense of injustice, powerlessness. 
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‘How could he say such a thing?’ 

‘How could he think we would believe such rubbish?’ 

‘How can he justify what he’s done?” 

Kevin tries his best not to get involved in the women’s 


reaction — he knows they understand how uncomfortable his 





- position is — but it’s still incredibly hard, being the go-between. 


‘The conversation goes on for hours as the kitchen fills with 
cigarette smoke and frustration. The main concern is the 
possibility of their father committing more abuse, since he 


clearly doesn’t accept responsibility for his most recent actions. 
Kevin patiently explains how carefully he is monitoring their 
_ father’s movements, how he is practically under house arrest, 


not being allowed out of his room without permission, not 
even being permitted to change the T'V channel unless he says 
so — but the women cannot be pacified. Eventually, it is decided 
to phone the family GP and ask for advice. Kevin agrees to 
speak to the doctor, who has treated their father for years and 
knows him well. It’s decided to also phone Joyce’s doctor to get 
a second opinion. 

Joyce’s doctor arrives that evening, and their mother joins 
them for the discussion. The family sits around the table and 
relates the events of the past few days to the GP. 

‘Joyce, I’ve been treating you for depression for years and, I 
must say, I did suspect sexual abuse, but never for a moment 
did I suspect your father. Why did you never tell me?’ 

Joyce shrugs. Now that it’s out, it’s hard to explain why it was 
such a closely held secret for so long. 

‘That doesn’t matter now, Joyce says, dismissing the question. 
‘What’s important is that he doesn’t hurt anyone else. What 
can we do to stop him?’ 

‘T’m not sure there is anything.’ 

‘Could we have him committed?’ Joyce asks. ‘At least that way 
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he would be away from any children and he could get the help | 
he needs.’ : 

‘T’m sorry, but he wouldn't fit the aaa He’s not a a 
to himself, nor is he a danger to society.’ 

‘But he is a danger to society,’ they all answer together. 

‘You can't prove that. It’s just your word against his. You 
can't get a committal unless you have solid proof, and they 
are always suspicious when there is an attempt to commit an 
elderly person, because they believe it is a ruse to get rid of 
them.’ 

“There must be something we can do to make sure that he 
doesn't abuse anyone else,’ says June. 

‘T’m afraid your sole option is to prosecute him. That’s the 
only thing I can tell you.’ 

No one says anything as the doctor stands to leave. 

‘I’m sorry I couldn't be of more help. You know where I am 
if you need me.’ 

Their mother walks the doctor to the front door, and when 
she returns to her daughters, she is visibly shaking. 

‘Are you OK, Ma?’ June asks. “Here, sit down, ll make fresh 
tea.’ She gets up from the table and puts on the kettle. Their 
mother sits down wearily. 

‘He asked if I was sure that I could manage without your 
father,’ she says. 

“What did you say?’ asks Joyce. 

‘Of course I can manage without him. Sure he never lifted a 
finger anyway, so he’ll be no great loss.’ 

‘Is that all he said?’ June asks, suspicious that her mother isn't 
telling them everything. 

‘He told me not to be influenced by you lot, that you were 
more than likely exaggerating. He asked if I wanted your da 
back because it’s not too late if I do. I told him if I had a gun I 
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_would shoot him myself for all the pain he’s caused, and then 
he gave me these.’ 
She tosses four Valium tablets on the table. 


It’s late the following evening when Kevin gets back to tell the 
-women about his conversation with the doctor. Their eldest 
sister Pamela arrived home from England that morning and 
he’s surprised to see her sitting at the table with her sisters. 
‘We thought it would be good for Ma to have Pam around,’ 
_ explains Joyce quietly. ‘Tt’ll distract her, if nothing else. Anyway, 
she needs to be here.’ 

Kevin hesitates to start when he realises his mother is going 
to stay in the sitting room, but she evenly returns his gaze, 
saying, ‘Will you all stop trying to protect me? No more secrets. 
Secrets have destroyed this family.’ 

“The doctor gave us a referral to the psychiatric institution 
in St Loman’s,’ Kevin explains. ‘Da and I went over there 
this morning and saw a doctor, but she said she can't make 
a decision on whether to commit Da or not until next week, 
when the head of her department gets back from leave.’ 

‘Does that mean he’s still with you?’ Joyce asks. 

‘No, I had to threaten her. I told her that she would be 
responsible if Da did anything to another child, that she didn’t 
realise just how dangerous a man she was dealing with.’ 

‘So what happened?’ 

‘Eventually she agreed to get Da to sign himself in.’ 

‘How did Da react?’ June asks. 

‘He looked slightly confused and surprised by it all. You 
know him. I’m sure he was calculating what the right thing to 
do was. He wasn't about to refuse to go because he knows I’m 
his only contact, and he needs to keep in my good books. But 
he did do his best to look sad and broken.’ 
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‘Can he be helped? June asks. She tries but is unable to stop 
the concern showing in her voice. 

‘I don't really know. I guess we just have to wait and see what 
happens. The psychiatrist wants to speak to you girls and hear 
your side of the story. She said it would give her an indication 
of what she’s dealing with.’ 

‘Does that include me?’ Pam asks. 

‘Yes, why wouldn't it? Joyce responds quickly. 

Pam shifts awkwardly. She has a lot of catching up to do. Her 
sisters have been sharing their stories for several weeks now, 
and she is unsure how to step into this new dialogue. 

The following day, Kevin drives the four sisters to see the 
psychiatrist. 

‘Do you think there’s any chance we might run into him?’ 
asks June nervously. 

“Who, Da? No way, they’ll have him locked up somewhere 
safe, or he’ll be busy writing his memoirs,’ laughs Joyce. “Don't 
worry, he’ll be as anxious to stay out of our path as we are his.’ 

The car is silent as they drive through the traffic, the wipers 
making a screeching sound on the windscreen every so often. 

‘Put the radio on, will you?’ Paula asks, keen to dissipate the 
tension. 

Kevin puts on the radio and the sound of Rick Astley blasts 
through the car. 

The loud, upbeat tempo is incongruous with the atmosphere 
in the car and, after a couple of moments, Joyce leans over and 
switches it off. No one complains and they finish the journey 
in silence. 

‘They enter the old psychiatric building and Kevin leads the 
way down a long, narrow, white-washed corridor. The women 
are nervous, walking slowly and trying not to look at the 
strange patients walking by, singing or talking to themselves. 
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‘They do their best to avoid any eye contact, but June has a fit of 
giggles as her nerves get the better of her, and the mood lifts. 

“Which one’s Nurse Ratched, girls?’ laughs Joyce. 

‘I wouldn't mind stumbling on Jack Nicholson, mind you!’ 
Pam joins in the giggles but they are careful not to make too 
much noise. . 

The nerves quickly return as they sit waiting for their 
appointment outside a heavy brown door, feeling intimidated 
and very small. A middle-aged woman, smartly dressed, directs 
them inside, saying she wants to speak only to the girls. Kevin 
sits back down on the uncomfortable chair to wait. The room 
is small and has just three chairs, so Pam, June and Joyce take 
a seat and Paula stands at the back against a filing cabinet. The 
psychiatrist introduces herself and invites the women to do 
the same. 

‘If there is anything you'd like to know, please don't hesitate 
to ask,’ she says. ‘If anything I ask is uncomfortable for you and 
you prefer not to answer, I’ll understand.’ 

The room is silent except for her voice. 

‘Could you tell me what kind of man your father is in general?” 
she asks. 

‘He’s an obnoxious man; he has to be in control all the time 
and he’s very aggressive,’ Joyce answers quickly. 

‘He’s a dirty, smelly, useless bastard who orders everyone 
around, June adds. 

“The reason I ask is because he told me that you would not be 
able to cope without him.’ 

They all snigger at the idea of this. 

‘He told me that you could not even get out of bed in the 
morning if he wasn’t there to make you.’ 

‘How can he justify that statement when half of us don't even 
live in the same house?’ June says. “Don't mind him, the lazy 
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bastard. He’s never done a day’s work in his life. He’s so lazy he 
wouldn't scratch himself. The only thing he does is tell everyone 
else what to do.’ 

‘He said that you couldn't survive without him, so he doesn't 
seem to be worried at all about the possible consequences of 
his actions. He clearly believes you will take him back,’ the 
psychiatrist adds. 

‘Survive without him? It’s surviving with him that’s the 
problem!’ says Joyce. 

Joyce, June and Paula begin to give some vivid detailed 
descriptions of their abuse, determined not to leave anything 
out. Pam is quieter but adds her support every so often, and 
some details of her own story. Occasionally, the psychiatrist 
intervenes with a question, but mostly she sits back, listening 
intently. ‘Did he ever use bribery with any of you?’ she asks 
after some time. 

‘He used to give me money sometimes,’ Paula answers. 

June turns to Joyce, ‘Did he ever pay you?” 

‘No. Did he ever pay you, Pam?’ 

‘No.’ . 

‘He gave you money!’ Joyce says loudly as the three sisters all 
turn to look at Paula, confusion on their faces. Simultaneously, 
they collapse in laughter at the expression of shock and 
embarrassment on Paula’s face. Gradually, they calm down, 
conscious at some level of the inappropriateness of their 
response, and wanting to make a good impression on the 
psychiatrist, but also hugely relieved at the impact of the 
laughter on the atmosphere and energy in the room. 

‘Do you think you can help him? Joyce asks. 

‘He is a strange man. He is outside at this very moment 
typing another short fairy tale for me I suspect, trying to prove 
his intelligence and his love for children. Every time I try to 
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talk about his reason for being here, he tells me about his latest 
fairy tale or the teddy he has made, or all the jobs he has worked 
at in the past. In my opinion, he is feeling no remorse. He 
doesn't appear to feel any responsibility and has no conscience 
at all about what he has done,’ the doctor replies. 

‘Isn't there anything that can be done?’ June asks her. ‘What 
about those drugs that suppress sexual urges?” 

‘Arsenic,’ Paula says, and they all laugh again. 

‘As you already know, abuse is not about sex, so that wouldn't 
really help and, anyway, you can't be sure that he would even 
take the tablets.’ 

‘Can you keep him in here?’ Paula asks. 

‘Not really. He voluntarily signed himself in, so by law he is 
free to leave any time he wishes.’ 

‘Is there any advice you can give us? He’s a dangerous man 
and we don't know where to go from here, Joyce asks. 

‘I know this is very hard for all of you, but my hands are tied. 
I will continue to work with him and I promise that P’ll do all 
I can. But if he doesn’t want to be helped, then there really isn’t 
a lot that I can do. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help.’ 

With nothing left to say, the women stand up to leave. 

‘Again I’m sorry that I can’t give you more answers. But if any 
of you ever need to talk, I am always available.’ 

“Thanks, Joyce says as they walk out of the room feeling utter 
confusion and despair. 

Joyce briefly fills Kevin in. 

‘It’s hard to believe there’s nothing to be done, isn’t it?’ he 
says. ‘He’s a clever bastard; you have to give him that.’ 

The siblings drive home in silence. They dread having to 
explain to their mother that no one has been able to offer 
reassurance, a way out. 

Tm going to tell him he can't come back with me,’ says 
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Kevin. ‘T’ll go see him tomorrow. It might help him to stay in 
the hospital, but we can’t take him back, I can’t listen to any 
more of his crap.’ 

The response is a combination of relief and concern. 

“What will he do? Where will he go?’ June asks. 

‘I don’t give a bollox,’ says Paula. Just as long as he doesn't 
come near us again.’ 


The next few weeks are difficult for everyone, as the family 
tries to resume some semblance of normality, by returning to 
work. Joyce and June agree to return to Abrakebabra, while 
Paula says she will prepare some work from the factory for her 
and Ma to get on with. Pamela stays on, making weekly calls 
to her job in England to explain her ongoing absence. The days 
are a strange contradiction of normality and routine, within a 
fog of uncertainty and doubt. The sisters talk and wait, defer 
and avoid, hoping that the decision will be taken out of their 
hands, knowing that whatever choices they make, they need to 
be able to live with them. 

‘Don't worry, girls,’ Joyce reassures them. “The answer will 
come; we just need to give it time.’ 

They continue to gather every evening in their mother’s, 
an unspoken acceptance that they all need support and to be 
together. 

A couple of weeks later, their father signs himself out of St 
Loman’s, but no one knows where he has gone. He had gone 
to Kevin’s when he'd first got out, but they only let him stay 
one night. He left the next morning, looking very sorry for 
himself, and none of them have seen or heard from him since. 
It’s a welcome respite, yet an unnerving absence. 

The daily rounds of tea and chat, possible solutions and 
likely barriers get thrashed out, and inconclusive conversations 
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ended. They go around and around the limited possibilities, 


_ but the conflicting needs within the family stop them being 


able to agree about what to do next. At times, they argue with 
each other, are frustrated and stressed, but mostly, they are 


tired. So very tired. 


June arrives one afternoon to find her three sisters and their 


- mother settled at the table, with tea and fags in hand. 


“Wait till you hear this, June,’ Joyce says, pouring the tea. 

“Ma had a visit from a priest,’ says Paula. ‘Apparently Da is 
living in an apartment in Clondalkin. The priest reckons he’s 
filled with remorse and is haunted by what he’s done,’ she spits 
out sarcastically. 

“Yeah, sure he is, June smirks. 

‘Shush,’ Joyce says. ‘Let her speak.’ 

‘He wants me to take him back,’ Ma interrupts. ‘I was livid 
and told him all the things Da has done and the people he’s 
damaged.’ 

‘He was so rude too, wasn't he, Ma?’adds Paula. ‘He completely 
dismissed me and spoke over me. He obviously didn’t want me 
there; it was Ma he wanted to influence. The priest claimed he 
knew it all already, and that Da has confessed everything to 
him.’ 

‘And he said he’s an old man and that his behaviour is in the 
past and that I should forgive him.’ Their mother sounds tired, 
but she is clearly not taken in by the priest. 

‘I asked what made him think this behaviour was in the past, 
but he refused to make eye contact with me and continued 
to talk over me.’ Paula is furious. “Honestly, girls, I felt sick 
listening to him; this “man of God” telling us that we should 
let him back. I couldn't believe the tripe coming out of his 
mouth. Thank God I was here, I wouldn't have liked Ma to 
have had to deal with him on her own. Anyway, I sent him 
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packing and told him that I hope the fucker rots in hell. I 
think he got the message he’s not wanted here, but I wouldn't 
be sure he’s given up yet.’ 

“The cheek of him, what would 4e know?’ June says. 

“We have to tell Kevin, Joyce says. ‘He'll find out more details 
about where exactly Da is.’ 

‘Kevin is on his way. I spoke to him just before I left home,’ 
June tells them. 

When Kevin arrives, he’s filled in. Neither Paula nor her 
mother can remember the name of the priest but Kevin 
agrees to investigate because there aren't many churches in 
Clondalkin. He leaves immediately and agrees to;come back if 
he finds out any more. 

The women take up their usual positions at the table with tea 
and fags, waiting for his return. They discuss how long it will 
take him to drive there, how long to find out which priest it is, 
find someone he can talk to, drive back ... 

‘He'll be back before the nine o'clock news,’ Joyce concludes 
confidently. . 

Anger and frustration fill the air as the family discuss the 
fact that their father has been able to manipulate yet another 
person. His ability to convince people of his story is worrying 
— it leaves them all doubting themselves, wondering how they 
can compete with this seemingly invincible man. 

It is getting dark and the hope of Kevin returning is slowly 
dying. 

‘He mustn't have been able to find out anything or he'd be 
back by now, June says. 

‘Give him another half an hour and then we'll call it a night,’ 
Paula replies. Everyone readily agrees. It’s clear none of them 
will be able to sleep without some information about their 
father’s whereabouts. Joyce gets up to refill the cups and, as 
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she places the tea on the table, they hear someone at the front 
door. 

Kevin walks into the room; his face is ashen. No one says a 
word, but wait in anticipation of what is clearly bad news. 

‘Da’s apartment overlooks the school grounds, and I think 
he has a job in the school teaching children arts and crafts,’ 
he says. . 

“What! Who got him the job?’ Joyce asks. 

“Which school, how did he get the apartment?’ June says. 

Questions are fired at Kevin. 

For once, Paula sits quietly, too angry to speak. She shakes 
her head every so often, trying to dispel the image of her father 
watching, with his old binoculars, over the school playground. 

Kevin agrees to call into the school the next day and ensure 
that they are aware of whom they have hired. The conversation 
continues going around and around but they are all exhausted 
and struggle to make sense of what is happening. 

‘One thing is for sure,’ says Joyce determinedly. “We have to 
make a decision about how we manage Da long term. We can't 
let him have this hold over us forever.’ 

They call it a night and each shuffles off for a restless, fitful 
sleep. 


The next morning they take up their positions at the table, 
tea pot brewing, ashtrays strategically placed and fags always 
nearby. There is a silence as they know a decision must be 
made, yet they are all afraid to state the obvious. Paula clears 
her throat and prepares to say what needs to be said. After all, 
someone has to. 

‘We've got to prosecute. We have to. That bastard has his eye 
on other children. We can’t stand by and let him hurt anyone 
elsey. 
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She can’t look her sisters in the eye. She knows her real 
motivation is about ensuring that he never returns to the 
family home. She knows that June and Joyce know that too, 
and she is ashamed of herself. ; 

Joyce is rational, calm, as she says, ‘Paula, it’s all right to 
have selfish reasons for doing this. None of us could live with 
ourselves if we thought he was doing it to anyone else, but the 
truth is, I’m just as concerned about being blamed by others as 
I am of the actual potential for abuse. It’s not very brave of me, 
but it’s the truth.’ 

‘Hang on a minute,’ says June, clearly agitated. “This is our da 
we're talking about. I know he’s done bad things, and he hasn't 
been much of a father, but he is our da and he’s nearly seventy. 
You know what they do to people like him in prison? I couldn't 
live with knowing we're sending him somewhere where he’ll 
be beaten up or picked on. I don’t want to be a part of that.’ 

The tension in the room mounts as the sisters argue about 
what to do next. Emotions are high, loyalties are called into 
question and, eventually, Paula stands up so sharply, her chair 
falls back from the table, banging against the wall with an 
almighty clatter. The noise brings quiet to the room. 

‘I can't believe we’re even having this conversation. I just can’t 
fuckin believe it! That bastard ruined our lives. He abused us, 
buggered us, turned us against each other. God knows how 
many others he did the same to, but we know there are plenty. 
And you're worried that he might be 4u/lied? I don't give a fuck 
about the bastard. Let him die screaming!’ 

She slams the door and can be heard closing the front door 
with equal force. Joyce and June look at each other, shocked and 
pale. 


‘I have to say, June, I agree with Paula. We have no choice. I 
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know you're not happy with that, but sleep on it and we'll talk 
tomorrow.’ 


June’s head is thumping when she gets home, so she lies down 
on her bed, trying to clear her thoughts. She’s scared. It’s all 
moving so fast. If only it could all slow down. All she can see 
are images of her father behind bars, alone and afraid. She 
is torn. She can't do this to him, but the alternative is to do 
nothing, and she knows that’s not an option either. 

Resting her head against the pillows, she recalls the evening 
she took Joyce’s kids to her mother’s house where she minded 
them while Joyce worked nights. Herself and her mother had 
work to do, so they went out to the factory while the kids 
watched television in the sitting room. They were well settled 
into the sewing when Audrey ran out. 

‘Granda said he’s going to give us all a bath,’ she said excitedly. 

June recalls her horror at the suggestion, and how she quickly 
jumped up and went into the house, to find the bath running 
but no sign of her father. She put the three kids into the bath, 
washed them, and got them into their pyjamas. Her father 
walked into the bathroom at one point, but nothing was said. 
Putting Audrey’s nightdress on, June made sure she also put 
on her knickers, ‘to keep warm’, and the children went back 
to the sitting room to watch a cartoon. A little while later, 
Audrey came back out to the factory, asking for help to go 
to the toilet. June shivers as she remembers her annoyance at 
being disrupted again, but how rapidly that disappeared when 
she realised in the bathroom that Audrey had no knickers on. 

“Where are your knickers?’ 

‘Granda told me to take them off because they’re dirty.’ 

Lying on the bed now, her head pounding, June feels her 
stomach lurch, just as it did that evening. She thought they 
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would be OK, all of them watching TV together. Her naiveté led 

her to believe they were safe with her and her mother there, but 

he was so manipulative, no child would ever be safe around him. 
June sits up determinedly and goes down to the phone. 
Joyce, you're right. Let’s do the bastard.’ 


F February 1989 


The house feels as if someone has died. The atmosphere is 
solemn. The sisters and their mother are waiting for Inspector 
Mick Carolan to arrive with a ban garda to take statements. 
Kevin went down to the police station yesterday and spoke 
to the inspector about how to prosecute their father. It turns 
out the inspector knows the family well, having had several 
unsuccessful attempts at catching their da breaking the law. 
Kevin reassured his sisters that the inspector is a good guy and 
will treat them respectfully but they are on tenterhooks. 

June and Pamela are sitting in the kitchen drinking tea and 
chain-smoking when Paula enters, looking pale and shaken. 

‘Are you OK?’ June asks. 

‘No, I didn’t sleep too good, thinking about this. I just took 
one of the Valium the doctor left us.’ 

“You mean one of the four tablets he left? Just how upset does 
he think we are? I mean four tablets, between all of us!’ June 
snorts with derision at the GP’s inadequate response. 

‘Is the Valium working?’ Pamela asks. 

‘No. I’m still shaking. I don’t know if I can do this.’ 

“You can do it.’ Ma is assured and calm, and the sisters are 
surprised by her apparent confidence in them. 

‘I don't know what they expect from me,’ Pamela says. ‘I don't 
remember anything. He didn’t do the same things to me as he 
' did to you three.’ 
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Tm sure you'll be fine. Just tell them what you remember,’ 
June says. 

The door bell rings and Ma brings the inspector and Gabby, 
the ban garda, into the sitting room. Gabby informs them she 
would like to see them one at a time. The inspector then leaves, 
saying he will return for Gabby later. 

Tl go in first,’ says June. 

‘No, let me. I want to get it over with.’ Paula is white and her 
hands are trembling. | 

‘Tm dying to get in!’ says June. ‘I remember everything, and if 
it’s details they want, then that’s what they'll get. It’s OK, you 
go ahead, Paula, but I’m next.’ 

Paula enters the sitting room, visibly shaking, and closes the 
door. The kitchen is quiet as the women all sit deep in thought, 
going over their own stories in their heads. 

“Where’s Joyce?’ Ma asks. 

‘She’s on her way. I was just talking to her on the phone, June 
says. 

‘Do I have to give a statement?’ Ma asks. 

‘Yes, Ma. You're a victim too,’ says Pamela. 

Paula’s with Gabby for almost an hour and when she opens 
the door, she is still pale and shaking. June doesn’t say a word, 
but just gets up and goes into the room. Joyce has arrived and 
she and Pam ask is unison, ‘How was it?’ 

‘OK.’ Paula looks down at the floor and hunches her shoulders 
as she lights a cigarette. It is apparent that there will be no 
further conversation from Paula at this point. 

An hour passes and June comes out. 

“Who's next?” 

Tl go,’ says Pamela, eager to get it over and done with, as 
Joyce sits patiently in the kitchen. 

‘What did she ask you, June?’ Joyce asks as she fills the 
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kettle, and starts cleaning away the used cups and overflowing 
ashtrays. 

‘She really wanted the details. It wasn’t as easy as I thought. 
I’m raging. I didn’t say enough. I don’t think what I said was 
bad enough,’ June says, taking the freshly brewed pot of tea 
and pouring a cup for her mother. 

‘Yes, it was hard, but she looked as nervous as me, and she 
seems nice,’ Paula says. 

‘It was really embarrassing; she wanted the exact words to 
write down. When I said “willie” she corrected me with “penis” 
and when I said “gee”, she said “vagina”. I felt so stupid,’ says 
June. 

‘And she asks you what age it started and ended,’ Paula adds. 
‘God, I was mortified. I really wanted to lie but I didn’t. I was 
so ashamed to tell her how old I was when it ended. I told her 
I was in my Communion dress when it started, but I know I 
was younger.’ 

The kitchen is filled with a gentle murmuring when Pamela 
returns, almost half an hour later. / 

‘I told you I couldn't remember anything.’ Pamela sits dejected 
in the chair, and takes the cup and cigarette offered to her by a 
sister on either side. 

“You must have said something. You were in there for a while,’ 
June says. 

‘Not much. I don’t even know what I said; it was all a blur. 
I know I told her he made me wank him, but wouldn't let me 
look. He used to lie on the floor and make me take off my 
pants and stand over him as he looked at me. He often lay with 
paper and a pencil and drew pictures of my vagina. I told her I 
can’t remember how old I was when he first tried to enter me 
but I do know I cried because it hurt so much and he stopped. 
He didn't try that again but he continued with looking and 
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touching me, and used to sneak into my room when I was 
asleep and put his hands under the covers. I know that went 
on until I left home at nineteen.’ 

‘Jaysus, Pam, I thought you said you didn’t tell them anything! 
That’s plenty,’ said June. 

“Well I’m glad you were here to tell her that. That’s the 
important thing,’ says Joyce. 

Gabby puts her head around the door and indicates to Joyce 
to go into the sitting room. The other sisters are more relaxed 
now, relieved that their interview is over, but Ma’s confidence 
in her daughters has given way to her own agitation, and she 
is visibly on edge now. 

“Why do they want a statement from me?’ she asks. ‘It was 
you he abused, not me.’ 

There are uncertain offers of reassurance, as the sisters 
glance cautiously at each other, not knowing what to do, and 
wishing Joyce was there to say the right thing. The kitchen 
fills with smoke, despite the sporadic opening of windows to 
clear the air. The afternoon drags on through endless pots of 
tea and cigarettes, the only movement being when one of the 
women has to go to the bathroom, everyone afraid of missing 
something. Joyce seems to be gone for ages and when she 
eventually returns, she immediately whisks their mother in to 
Gabby, with a firm and supportive arm around her shoulder. 
Each of the sisters rubs her arm or back as she passes them, 
letting her know they will be waiting for her, that it will be 
OK. nt 

‘How was it, Joyce?’ Pam asks. 

‘Well, to be honest, I felt I had to mind her. She seemed more 
affected by what I was saying than I was!’ There is laughter for 
the first time, a tentative, nervous laughter. But there is also 
caution in the giggling, informed by a fear that letting go of 
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the emotion in the room might unleash more than any of them 
is able to handle. 

‘Seriously, though, it was difficult. You know, giving the 
details, that was tough.’ : 

The room is quiet when their mother comes back into the 
kitchen. There is a collective sigh of relief when she asks for a 
cup of tea, and, although she’s pale, she appears equally glad 
that the interview is over. 

They don’t ask any questions, recognising that their mother 
needs to calm down after the interview. When the inspector 
returns to collect Gabby, she looks as if she can’t get away 
quickly enough. He thanks the women for their help and 
tells them they just have to wait now. Slowly the cups are 
cleaned and ashtrays emptied as the women reluctantly tear 
themselves away from the kitchen table. At some level, they 
are all conscious of wanting to stay there, in the security of 
each other’s company. 


April 1989 


By the middle of April, there is no word about a hearing or 
information about the possible trial. Every so often, one of 
the sisters brings it up in conversation, wondering how long 
it will be before the case is brought to court, and, occasionally, 
there is even a suggestion that someone should enquire about 
it. Generally, though, the women welcome the opportunity to 
avoid thinking about their statements, or the possibility of a 
court appearance, and the discussions always end rapidly, with 
a shudder of relief. Pamela has returned to England, and old 
routines and responsibilities have been picked up again. 

One warm ‘Thursday afternoon June is sitting at Joyce’s 
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kitchen table when the doorbell rings and Derek, Joyce’s oldest 
son, lets Paula in. 

‘You're not going to believe it!’ Paula fumes. Her face is red 
and she is shaking with anger. ‘We went looking for justice. 
We must be fucking mad!’ 

The children are ushered into the front room to watch TV as 
Joyce puts the kettle on while Paula recounts her conversation 
with a cousin she has met that morning. 

‘He was up in court on Tuesday,’ she says. 

“Who was? What are you talking about?’ June is confused 
and upset by Paula’s anger. 

‘Da! He was in the District Court, charged with abusing us, 
based on our statements! And nobody fucking told us. Can 
you believe it?’ 

Joyce phones Inspector Mick Carolan. They are all furious at 
not having been informed of this significant development. 

‘Hi, Mick,’ says Joyce, when the call is eventually put through. 
‘It’s Joyce Kavanagh. We're just wondering what’s going on. It’s 
just we heard something about a court appearance this week.’ 

Joyce listens intently. Paula and June are afraid to move in 
case they distract her from the conversation. 

‘I see,’ says Joyce, nodding slowly, but avoiding looking at her 
sisters. “Well, I guess that’s all good, but the thing is, Mick, this 
is our lives we're talking about. We need to be a part of it. We 
need to know what’s going on.’ 

Again, silence as Joyce listens to the inspector's response. 

‘Is that it?’ Joyce says, turning her back on June and Paula. 
She doesn’t want them to see how angry she is, not while she’s 
on the phone. ‘I see, OK, well thanks for that.’ She hangs up 
the phone, and turns to her sisters. ‘Bastards!’ she says, reaching 
a trembling hand across the table and lighting up a cigarette. 
She is shaking with fury and it takes her a moment to collect 
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her thoughts. Paula and June stay quiet, watching her and 
waiting for the explanation. 

“Well, you're right,’ says Joyce, exhaling deeply. “He was in the 
District Court this week. Mick said that Da corroborated our 
statements by pleading guilty, so there was no need for us to be 
there. The DPP agreed that the state should take our case, but Da 
is denying he did anything to Pam and says she’s just jumping on 
the bandwagon. Her statement isn’t going to be included.’ 

‘She'll be devastated,’ says June, immediately concerned for 
her older sister, knowing how hard this will be for her, and the 
potential for it to drive a wedge between them all, with some 
of them being believed and Pamela having her story doubted. 

‘It’s terrible, but she knew that might happen. We have each 
other supporting our stories, but because she’s so much older, 
she doesn’t have anyone to give that back-up.’ 

‘And what about informing us?’ Paula asks. In her agitation, 
she is hardly able to sit down. “What are they going to do 
about that? Did he explain why we weren't told?’ 

‘Apparently, we don't need to be there. The DPP is handling 
everything,’ Joyce says with as little emotion as she can. She 
doesn’t want to heighten the upset, so she tries to play down 
the hurt they are all feeling. “The case will be reported in the 
papers, but his name won't appear to protect the family. That’s 
how it works, he says.’ 

The room is quiet, as each sister sits back, considering her 
position, her role in the drama that is now becoming a reality. 

“This isn't how it was meant to be,’ says Paula quietly, the 
anger gone now, replaced by a sense of defeat. ‘It was supposed 
to be different from this; we should be there, in the middle of 
it. We're not even on ri sidelines. We're just not part of the 
picture. This is so wrong.’ 


June is sobbing gently, shaking her head in didbelicé The 
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feeling of having no control is flooding back to her, and it’s 
terrifying. She thought she had moved on from all that. 

Joyce stubs out her cigarette determinedly and puts a hand 
on each sister’s arm. 

“This is our fight and we're going to be part of it, whatever 
those fuckers think is the right way to do it. If we have to track 
the case ourselves, so be it. We’ve been through a whole lot 
worse than that!’ 


Joyce constantly phones the police to find out when the next 
court appearance will be, and when they find out that their 
father is due to appear at Kilmainham Court, Joyce and Paula 
are there to hear the proceedings. It is the first time either of 
them has been in a courtroom. ‘They find the tightly packed 
space cold and intimidating, and yet are shocked by the 
informality of the process. People talk throughout the cases 
being heard, demonstrate no shame at being there and have no 
apparent interest in what is taking place. Everyone appearing 
before the judge is given another date to return. It seems that 
nothing is actually getting resolved. 

Standing at the back, the sisters try to stay hidden, because 
they realise that everyone will hear the charges against their 
father when he is called and they don’t want to be associated 
with him or the abuse. They constantly worry about bumping 
into him. But here, in the court, they know that they will see 
him, so staying at the back might give them some distance. 
Suddenly, Joyce hears their father whispering in her ear, ‘It’s 
fuckin freezing out, isn’t it?’ 

Joyce’s legs go to jelly and she can’t move for several minutes. 
She feels dizzy and looks around to grab Paula’s arm for 
support, but her sister has gone. Her stomach churns, and she 
can still feel his breath on her neck as she pushes her way 
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through the crowd, trying to reach fresh air. She gets outside 
and sees Paula puffing intently on a cigarette, also clearly shaken. 
Joining her sister, Joyce takes out a cigarette and Paula lights it, 
neither saying anything and both avoiding eye contact. They are 
ashamed of the impact he has on them still, even in a court house 
crowded with gardai and prison officers. They stand smoking 
until their heartbeats calm and the feeling returns to their legs. 
Eventually, they look at each other, and burst out laughing. 

“The fucker. How did that fat bastard sneak up on us like 
that?’ Paula is amused at their da’s stealth, and shakes her head 
with reluctant admiration. 

“Well, whatever he’s got, it runs in the family. Jaysus, talk 
about the invisible woman! You were gone like a bat out of 
hell. And me, like the feckin eejit, standing there looking for 
you to help me, and my knees gone all weak. Remind me not 
to rely on you in an emergency!’ 

‘Should we go back in?’ 

‘Ah, Jaysus, no. I couldn't take any more excitement today,’ 
Joyce says, and the two head off down the road to the bus stop, 
arms linked, testing out different ways to tell and exaggerate 
their story to the others later. 


It is several months before there is news of another hearing. 
They agree that they need strength in numbers the next time, 
so when they eventually get a court date, June, Joyce, Paula, 
David, Kevin and their mother all attend. 

The family arrives early and finds seats at the back of the court. 
Each sits quietly, watching the door for his arrival. It’s not long 
before he appears, in his scruffy old anorak, looking dishevelled. 

‘Ah, Jaysus, I can't believe he’s wearing his shagging overcoat 
here,’ June whispers, horrified at her da’s lack of respect for the 

court. 
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‘Shush,’ their mother says, unnerved by the fact that her 
husband has moved to the other side of the court to sit exactly 
opposite the family, so that it is difficult for them to avoid 
looking at him. 

“What’s he up to, rubbing his arm like that? Joyce asks. 
They all try not to be obvious about watching him, but he is 
definitely rubbing his arm self-consciously. He returns their 
gaze, with a sad, familiar, self-pitying look. 

Suddenly, he lets out a cry, and there is a scuffle of bodies, as a 
group gathers around him. There is confusion, and people lean 
out of their seats trying to see what’s going on, when someone 
from the circle shouts, “Call an ambulance.’ 

‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ Paula is disgusted by this performance. 
‘Can you believe he’d pull a fast one like that here?’ 

Inspector Mick Carolan rushes over to the family. ‘I think 
your father is having a heart attack.’ 

‘He hasn't got a fuckin heart,’ their mother says loudly. 

The family adjourns to the pub across the road while they 
wait to see what’s going to happen. Watching out of the pub 
window, they see him walk into the ambulance as it pulls away 
with the siren on. 

‘He can’t be that bad if he’s able to walk to the ambulance,’ 
Kevin points out. “They've taken him to St James’s, so we'll 
wait for a while and then ring to check on him.’ 

‘Do you think he’s faking it?’ June asks, deflated by the way 
the day has turned out. 

‘Of course he is, the chancer,’ Kevin says. ‘He wasn’t even 
rubbing the right arm, the fuckin idiot. Surely you're not 
falling for that crap?’ 

One by one, the siblings recount memories of times when 
their father claimed illness in order to get sympathy, and in 
no time the bar is filled with laughter. But it’s not real and 
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the strain is tangible on their tense faces. There is a mixture 
of anger and uncertainty because the sisters are unsure about 
what to feel, relief or disappointment, while the two brothers 
simply focus on keeping everyone’s spirits high. Their mother 
sits quietly, smiling at their stories but not engaging in them. 
After a while, Kevin gathers some change and rings the 
hospital. There is silence, as everyone waits for his return. 

‘He’s fine and has already been released,’ he announces a few 
minutes later. 

‘Bastard! I told you so,’ Paula says with venom. She’s furious 
that he still has the ability to control their day. 

Everyone makes feeble jokes as they reassure each other that 
they weren't fooled for a minute, and gather themselves for the 
journey home. 


Weeks later, the sisters find out they have missed another court 
appearance, and Joyce phones Mick Carolan again, this time 
holding back none of her fury. 

‘Let me tell you, Inspector Carolan, we are not every other Joe 
Soap. This case is about our lives, our childhoods. That bastard 
robbed us of so much, and now you are all doing the same 
thing. Waiting for some form of justice is all that’s keeping us 
going right now. You have a duty to help us to be part of this 
case.’ 

Joyce is shouting now, and Paula and June sit watching her, 
admiring her ability to say exactly what it is they want to say, 
but also nervous of annoying the gardai and it backfiring on 
them somehow. June gestures with her hands for Joyce to calm 
down, and Joyce takes a deep breath before saying any more. 

‘Mick, please, we just want to be told when there’s going to 
be another court appearance. Please will you do that!’ 

Eventually she comes off the phone, her anger largely 
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dissipated, and sits at the table, letting out a deep sigh. 

“Well? 

‘Apparently nothing will happen until the case is transferred 
to the Circuit Court, so he reckons there’s no need for us to 
be bothered at this stage. I told him ... well you heard what I 
told him!’ 

‘The whole feckin street heard what you told him, Joyce!’ 
June laughs, so proud of her sister, so grateful to have someone 
managing all these unanticipated complexities. 

‘Anyway, he said once it moves to the Circuit Court, he'll 
keep us informed of what’s happening. It’ll be a while before 
that happens though.’ 

‘God, how long is this going to take? I never thought it Woula 
be like this.’ Paula speaks for them all as they sigh, light up new 
cigarettes and look out of the window in wistful anticipation 
of a time when it will all be over. 
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Chapter 4: Growing Up and Moving Out 


Paula: 19FF 


It’s always the same: Christmas, Halloween, birthdays, he 
takes any chance he can get to let me know I’m different. Even 
though I’m fourteen, I still can't help hoping it will be different 
this time. I hate myself for being so weak. He arrives home 
with three of the biggest Easter eggs I’ve ever seen, for his 
precious girls, Ma, Joyce and June. As usual, there is nothing 
for me. 

‘Only the biggest and the best for my girls,’ he says, and it 
takes three trips to the car to carry them into the house. 

They’re covered in bright shiny plastic, with big colourful 
ribbons flowing down the sides. Inside the wrapping are little 
chicks sitting on top of the big eggs, and larger chicks placed 
on either side of the basket. Joyce and June jump around, 
protecting them as if they’re made of gold. I feel so envious 
and yet at the same time guilty. In the Bible envy is a sin and 
God punishes those who commit sin. Da says that even bad 
thoughts are a sin. 
_ As usual, Ma feels sorry for me and buys me an egg, but it’s 

too late, and it’s not the same as theirs. Ma doesn’ believe in 
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wasting money, so it’s a small egg and, anyway, it’s him I want 
to buy the egg, not her. I hate that it matters. Why do I care so 
much? Why do I want him to care? 


Paula: 19F8 


Da arrives home from town and comes into the factory where 
we're all working away on the machines. June’s friend Emily 
started working with us a couple of months ago. He has a big 
smile on his face. He stands beside the cutting table and says 
‘Joyce, June and Emily come inside. I have a surprise for you.’ 

They jump up and run inside. Turning to me, he says, ‘If they 
leave anything, you can have it.’ 

It isn't uncommon for Da to buy stuff for June and Joyce 
and not for me but now he is putting June’s friend in front of 
me too. I try not to show that I’m interested. But I’m curious. 
What did he buy this time? 

I can hear the girls’ screams of excitement. I hate him so 
much, but, at fifteen, I hate myself more, because no matter 
how many times he does this, it still hurts. I never learn. I still 
hope he’ll remember I’m here, that he’ll pay me some attention 
and treat me the same as the others. I know I’m expected to be 
grateful for the leftovers, but fuck him. 

After a few minutes the girls run out, showing off their new 
wrapover skirts. 

“What do you think of mine?’ they ask one another. 

No one even notices what he’s done. Again. Don't they give a 
bollox? It’s not that I care about the skirts because I don’t — in 
fact, | wouldn't be caught dead in one — but I feel left out and 
unimportant. I feel hurt and unwanted. The fuckin bastard. 

“Well, what do you think? Lovely, aren't they?’ June asks me. I 
smile and agree. She adds as an afterthought, “There’s two left 
inside. Have a look at them.’ 
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At this stage I don’t care, but not wanting them to know how 
hurt I am, I go inside to have a look. There are two skirts left, 
a white one with big black flowers plastered all over it, and a 
hideous green one, with brown squiggly lines running through 
it. I feel like crying. 

Da walks into the room as I’m holding the skirt in my hand. 
The deadpan expression on my face, which has taken me years 
to perfect, ensures that he doesn’t know how deeply affected I 
am. He huffs, turns on his heels and leaves the room. 


Paula: 19F9 


I’m lying on the bed, looking at the posters I have plastered 
round the room. Unlike other sixteen-year-olds, I have 
basketball teams and athletes stuck on my walls, rather than 
Blondie or The Jam. It’s hot and I feel peculiar. I go over to the 
window and stick my head out, hoping to catch a cool breeze, 
but there isn’t one. I feel tingly and wet between my legs. I lie 
down on the bed and pick up a book, but all I can think about 
is this funny feeling down there. 

Da comes into the room. 

Click, click. 

“You, in here.’ 

I feel so disgusting. I don’t want to go with him. He’ll know 
I’m all wet and think it’s for him. I want to get sick. 

‘No,’ I say sheepishly. 

I can't go. There’s something wrong with me. I’m as horrible 
as him. He’ll think I want it. He looks shocked. 

‘Get in here. Now.’ 

‘No.’ 

He stands there and I turn towards the window, afraid that 
- he’ll know what I’m thinking. It seems like a lifetime before I 
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hear him walk out of my room and go downstairs. Oh, Jesus, he’ll 
kill me. But why did he take no for an answer? I’m so confused. 
I don't know what to do next. I panic and, as quickly as I can, I 
sneak down and run out the door before he can catch me. 


UOT? 


I’m standing outside the house waiting for my friend Brigid 
to come; we're going to the cinema, to see Kramer us. Kramer. 
Now I’m sixteen, I get to do stuff on my own. I watch Da 
and the boys while I’m waiting. They are digging a big hole in 
the ground and have pipes and tools all over the place. Da is 
shouting as usual and I’m mortified in case anyone hears. 

‘Hook that pipe into the grey one, he shouts at Kevin. 

‘It’s a different size. It won't fit,’ Kevin says. 

‘Just fuckin do it. Make it fit,’ Da replies. 

A man interrupts Da, saying he’s from the Corporation. 

“What are you doing there, Mr Kavanagh?’ 

‘Knitting a jumper, what does it look like?’ 

‘Sorry, Mr Kavanagh, but you don’t have permission to dig 
heme. 

‘I have no sewerage in the house and you useless fuckers 
wont do anything about it, so I’m doing it myself.’ 

‘But you can't just pipe into the main sewerage system without 
permission.’ 

‘Let me tell you, I have ten children and they all crap a lot. If 
you don't fuck off, P'll get each of them to shite in brown paper 
bags and deliver them in a wheelbarrow to your door, every 
day. Now fuck off. Let me finish the job.’ 

Da continues to shout instructions to Kevin. The boys are 
laughing so much as they imagine having to shit in bags, it’s 
hard for them to work. Da tries to be serious, but ends up 
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laughing with them as the man stands watching them, unsure 
what to do. . 

The Corpo man looks scared; he’s clearly shaken and mortified 
as he looks around to see if anyone else has heard the conversation. 
He silently turns and walks away. I feel so sorry for him. He’s 
obviously new, because everyone else in the Corpo knows what 
Da’s like. I’m sure they all hate the thought of dealing with him. 
‘They know they can't win because he makes up his own rules 
and is afraid of no one. They must all be scared of him because 
they never pursue him or charge him. He’s a big bully. Where 
the hell is Brigid? I need to get out of here. 


Paula: 1980 


Our basketball team won the tournament in Killarney, and I’m 
delighted. I’m team captain, even though I’m only seventeen, so 
I get to take the trophy home first. It’s huge and I can’t wait to 
show it off. Ma is standing at the sink peeling potatoes when I 
show her the trophy, all excited. 

“Look, Ma, we won!’ 

Ma looks at the trophy. 

“Wow, that’s great! Jesus, that’s a big trophy.’ She looks so 
happy for me. 

‘It was great, Ma. We won all our matches, and we played a 
really good team in the final and beat them. We got our picture 
taken for the papers.’ I’m so thrilled with myself and talking so 
fast, I’m sure Ma doesn't hear half of what I’m saying. 

“Well done! You must be delighted after winning all those 
matches. Go show your da. He’s in the sitting room.’ 

I run into the sitting room, holding the trophy with both 
hands because it’s heavy. Da is sitting in front of the telly. 

‘Da, look, we won.’ 
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He barely glances in my direction. 

“We won the final.’ 

‘Shush, I’m listening to this, he says, glancing in my direction. 
He gestures with his hand for me to go away. 

I feel a sick sensation in the pit of my stomach. The 
disappointment is overwhelming. My head is spinning. He 
didn't even acknowledge me, never mind the trophy. Dad’s Army 
is more important to him than my team winning the tournament. 

I walk out of the room and go up to lay on my bed. 

Fuck him. I hope the telly blows up. He doesn't know how 
good I am, he’s never made any effort to see me play. I bet if 
it was Joyce or June, he'd make a big deal out of it. I clear a 
space on my dressing table to place the trophy on it. What’s 
the big deal? It’s just a silly basketball game. Why did I expect 
anything else from him? What’s wrong with me? Will I never 
learn? He doesn’t care, never has and never will. 

I try to recapture the feeling of winning, but I can’t. I turn on 
my telly and lie back looking at the trophy that a few minutes 
earlier had made me feel so proud. Now it’s meaningless — the 
trophy, the game, even being captain, it’s all pointless. I can't 
understand why I even bothered to show it to him. I slowly 
get up off the bed, and put the trophy in the wardrobe. I lie 
back on the pillow and stare at the empty space on the locker. 
I didn't deserve to win it anyway; it wasn't me that won the 
game. That'll teach me for getting ideas about myself. 


Paula: 1981 
My pals are going to America. They reckon there’s loads of 


work in the States, and some of them have friends and cousins 


there who'll help them get jobs. They keep asking me to go 
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with them. It’d be great, and I’m eighteen, I should go. They 
keep asking me why I’m hesitating. 

‘You hate it here,’ they remind me. ‘Why would you stay?’ 

Good question. Because I’m a coward. I haven't got the guts 
to go. I’ve never had to look after myself. I’ve never had to make 
a decision. The idea of all that freedom, that responsibility, 
terrifies me. Shit, I wish I could be brave, like Joyce, and just 
head off, but I can’t. Bad and all as this is, at least I know I can 
deal with it. I can’t handle the unknown. I have never worked 
for anyone other than Da, and, anyway, who would give me a 
job? No, I am better off staying where I am. 


Paula: 1985 


It’s been over three years since I fell in love. It’s been wonderful 
and terrible; all-consuming and desperately painful. I’m still 
confused. I’m not attracted to other women in the same way, so 
I don’t think I’m gay. 

It has taken so much energy to hide the relationship, pretend 
we're just friends, find time to be together, and we’ve been 
arguing a lot lately because we never get time on our own, so 
I decide it’s time to move out and get a place of my own. A 
friend offers to rent me a small house off Church Street in the 
north inner city, and I arrange to view it after work. It’s tiny, in 
the middle of a warren of narrow streets near the Liffey that I 
never knew existed, but I fall in love with the house as soon as I 
step inside. To the left is a small door that leads into a bedroom 
that faces out onto the street. Straight ahead is a small sitting 
room with two doors, one that leads into a main bedroom and 
the other a small kitchen. The décor badly needs updating, but 
the sitting room has a fireplace and all I’m thinking of is the 
- romantic evenings sitting in front of a blazing fire with Alice. 
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I go home and tell Ma I’m moving out. She looks shocked 
and asks if I think I will be safe. Can I afford it? Do I not think 
I will be lonely on my own? I assure her that I'll be fine. I ask 
her to speak to Da, because I don’t want to face that drama, 
and she agrees. I can hear them in the other room. Da is going 
ballistic. “What’s fuckin wrong with her? Why does she want 
to move? She has everything she needs right here; she gets 
paid, never has to hand over a fuckin penny. She’ll never be 
able to cope, just you watch, she’ll be back here next week, 
begging to come home, but she can fuck off. If she leaves this 
house, that’s it, she’s never getting back in here, the ungrateful 
little cunt.’ 

He stops talking to me, ignoring me, pretending I don't exist. 
It’s not the reaction I expected. I thought he’d go mad and 
call me all the names under the sun, and I don't know why his 
silence bothers me. I should be glad — at least he’s not shouting 
at me — but actually it hurts when he wont even look at me. I’m 
more determined than ever to prove him wrong. 

I move my stuff into my new home and relish cleaning it up 
and arranging my things to make the place look lovely. I light 
the fire, even though it’s not cold, because I want the place to 
feel cosy. It takes me ages to light it but when I finally get a 
flame going, I’m so happy I did it all on my own. 1 spend my 
first evening happily snuggled up on the couch, imagining the 
new life of freedom ahead of me. 

Over the next couple of weeks, I cycle the seven miles in 
and out to work. Going in only takes me half an hour but 
coming home is so hard because of Infirmary Hill. As I reach 
the bottom of the hill each evening, I feel like crying, knowing 
the pain ahead of me. Da still isn’t speaking to me but I’m 
seeing the benefits of not having him screaming at me every 


day. My day is a lot more peaceful. 
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I realise very quickly that independence is not all it’s cracked 
up to be. I’m totally broke, even though Ma’s great, filling a bag. 
full of food every few days, so at least I have something to eat. 
I have no money for coal to light the fire and it’s freezing. My 
arse is so sore from the saddle on the bike that I cry every night 
and have nightmares about having to cycle up that fucking hill. 

Alice hasn't stayed once since I moved in and I’m fed up not 
being able to go out for a few drinks with the girls because I’m 
broke. My dream of having a love nest has disappeared. 

It’s Christmas and I just got paid, so I go out and buy a four- 
foot plastic tree, some decorations and a set of lights. It takes 
me ages to get the place looking just right, to place each little 
bulb in just the right spot so it has maximum effect, every 
cheap bauble where it will best catch the light. I beg Alice to 
come over on Christmas Eve and spend some time with me. 
She says she’ll try, and I spend all night waiting for her to arrive 
but by eleven o'clock I have to accept that she’s not coming and 
I cry myself to sleep. My Christmas dinner consists of a crisp 
sandwich. , 

After six months of cold mornings and a damp bed, being 
broke and miserable, having a sore arse and feeling lonely, I 
finally decide to give in and accept that I am a complete failure. 
Da is right: I can’t manage on my own. Most of the time, I 
have no money to feed myself or buy coal to light the fire. The 
worst is not having any money to go out with my friends. On 
the occasions I do go out, I have to face the cycle back home 
because I don’t have the money for drink and a taxi. 

I finally get up the courage to ask Ma if I can come home. 
Her face lights up, she smiles and says, ‘Of course you can. This 
will always be your home.’ I ask if she will talk to Da and she 
tells me not to worry, that she will speak to him later. I’m so 
- worried that he won't let me come home. He hasn't spoken to 
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me in months and I know that he can keep that up for a long 
time yet, stubborn bastard. 1 can't sleep. I feel a complete failure 
for not making it on my own, for relying on him to take me 
back, for being such a coward that I can't even ask him myself, 
but I have nowhere else to go. 

The next morning Ma tells me it’s OK to move back, so that 
evening I’m standing at the front door searching for my key, 
surrounded by my black sacks of clothes. I look about, hoping 
no one will see me. I’m so ashamed to be back here. I failed in 
my one attempt at independence. I’m almost twenty-three and 
yet I’m useless, like a child. I can’t do anything on my own. I feel 
sick thinking how Da will gloat about the fact that he knew I 
could never survive without him. 

When I get in, I head straight upstairs to unpack, but I haven't 
even put the bags down when Da shouts at me. ‘Hurry up, you, 
and give your ma a hand with the dinner.’ 

Oh, God, nothing has changed. It’s been six months since I 
moved out and I can't believe I’m back. My room is the very 
same as the day I left and Da is already shouting orders. You'd 
think he'd give me time to unpack before he started. I hate him. 
I’m such a stupid cunt. I can't do anything right. I’m so useless 
not being able to make it outside of this hell hole. 

Why can't I go out and get a job? I wouldn't have to be here 
if I wasn't such an idiot and could work somewhere else. I can't 
spell or add, so that rules out working in an office or even trying 
to work with June in the restaurant. I’m stuck here for the rest of 
my life, trapped in this one room with nothing to look forward 
to. Da was right: he knew I would come begging, that I wouldn't 
be able to survive without him. There is no point in hoping that 
[ll make it on my own or that I’ll ever get away from him. ’'m 
just a fuckin loser. 

I rush about, putting my things in the wardrobe before he 
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starts screaming up the stairs for me. This is the best it’s ever 
going to be for me. I will never be able to survive outside. This is 
all I can do and I don't even do that well. 


June: 19F2 


Da always makes us get up real early during the school holidays. 
He hates to see us in bed late, so he strikes a deal with us to get 
all our chores done early. If we do them well, he lets us stay out 
late in the evening. Me and Joyce are really excited about this 
as we usually have to be in at nine and our friends are allowed 
out later, so, of course, we work extra hard to get our jobs done. 
He says we can stay out until half ten, and gives us a watch so 
we know the time. I’m delighted to be able to stay out as late 
as Joyce because she is sixteen and I am only eleven. 

We go around to the playground to meet the gang of boys 
that Joyce and her friends hang out with. One of them is 
Joyce’s boyfriend. He says she looks really good in her yellow 
leather hot pants. Lorraine and Denise are giggling in the 
corner talking about David Cassidy from The Partridge Family. 

‘He’s gorgeous, isn’t he?’ Lorraine asks. 

‘Yummy,’ says Denise. 

One of the lads has a radio; it’s small and doesn’t sound great 
but we all sing along to ‘Ben’ by Michael Jackson. We laugh 
because we are all out of key and can’t reach the high notes. It’s 
getting dark, but when I check the time on the watch, we still 
have plenty of time before we have to go in. 

We decide to go for a walk and end up over the bridge, just up 
the road from our house. It’s so exciting to be out with Joyce’s 
friends, I’ve never been out this late before. I feel so grown up. 

I look at the watch and it says ten o'clock, but it was ten 

~ oclock ages ago! Joyce is busy with her boyfriend. 
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‘Joyce, I don't know what time it is.’ 

“We've lots of time. Don’t worry.’ 

‘I don't think this watch is working. I think it’s stopped.’ 

“What? It’s only about half nine, June. Relax.’ 

‘I don’t think so, Joyce.’ 

‘Are you sure, June? Has anyone else got a watch on them?” 

No one else knows the time. | 

‘Oh, Joyce, what are we going to do?” 

‘It’s all right, for God’s sake. Stop worrying!’ 

She looks down towards our house and her face drops. 

‘What is it, Joyce? 

‘Oh fuck, it’s Da.’ 

I turn around to see him marching up the road and I can tell 
by the way he’s walking that we’re in trouble. 

‘Quick, lads, scarper. It’s Jughead,’ shouts one of the lads. 
They run up over the bridge. Me and Joyce run towards Da. 

“You and you, get down to the fuckin house now,’ he says, 
swinging an iron bar in his hand. 

We pass him as fast as we can but he keeps walking towards the 
lads. We run to the house terrified, wondering what he is going 
to do to us. We dash into the parlour and dive onto the couch. 
Joyce sits me on her lap. She is shaking. It takes me a minute to 
realise that this is not the best place to be, so I jump up. 

‘No way, Joyce. You're not hiding behind me.’ 

‘OK, then. Let’s hide in the bathroom.’ 

We go into the bathroom and close the door. Now we're both 
trembling. : 

“What’s keeping him so long?’ I ask. 

‘I don't know.’ 

We hear him charging into the house screaming for the keys 
of his van. 


‘Oh, God, Joyce, what’s he doing?” 
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‘He must be going after the boys.’ 

We hear the screeching of the tyres as he drives off. 

‘Oh, Joyce, I don’t want to stay here. He’ll kick in the door 
and batter us.’ . 

‘Shit. We'd better get into bed before he gets back.’ 

We run upstairs and sit on the bed. 

“Will we hide under the bed?’ Joyce asks. 

‘No, Joyce. He’ll bash us.’ 

“Will we get into bed?’ 

“Yes, come on quick, before he gets back.’ 

As we start to undress, we hear the van pulling up outside. 
We freeze for a moment. 

“What’ll we do? What’ll we do, Joyce?” 

We hear him thundering up the stairs. He bursts into the 
room, nearly taking the door off the hinges, the iron bar still 
in his hand. He drops the bar and raises his foot to kick me 
because I’m the closest to him, but before his foot reaches me, 
I throw myself on the bed screaming at the top of my lungs. 
He storms over to Joyce and lashes out with his fist but before 
he gets her, she dives on the bed and starts screaming too. We 
are yelling so loudly, I can hear Ma shouting. 

‘Kevin, Kevin, leave them alone!’ 

We pull the covers up over our heads for protection but keep 
screaming as he continues to hit us. Ma is behind him, trying 
to pull him away. He finally stops and leaves the room. Ma 
tries to get past him to see if we are all right, but he won't let 
her. She’s frantic, but he screams at her. “You fuck off. Leave 
them alone. Don’t fuckin go in there! I’m warning you.’ 

We wait until there is no sound outside and slowly lower the 
covers. 

‘He didn’t hurt me. Did he hurt you?’ we both say together. 

‘No, he didn’t hurt me.’ 


128 


We giggle but real quiet. We want to go tell Ma we are all 
right but we can't. 


June: 19F4 


“You and you.’ Da points at me and Leonard. ‘Come on, we're 
going to the cash and carry.’ . 

Da has on his big brown coat that he wears for shopping and 
I know enough to move when he calls, so me and Leonard run 
out to the van. Leonard is older than me, so he gets to sit in the 
front and I’m in the back. I’m really strong and, even though 
I’m only thirteen and Leonard is fifteen, I can lift as many 
boxes as him. That’s why Da brings me. 

When we pull up outside the cash and carry, Da tells us to 
put two boxes of butter and three boxes of sugar into the van 
while he gets the rest of the shopping. I rush in the door. I 
know exactly where everything is and me and Leonard race to 
see who can carry the most. Leonard tries to pick up two boxes 
of butter at once but they’re too heavy and he puts one back. I 
grab a box of sugar and head for the van. I’m on my way back 
for the second one and Leonard is only getting to the van. He’s 
raging because I’m quicker than him. I have three boxes of 
sugar in the van before he has the butter in and I am chuffed 
with myself. Da says we have to wait in the van until he calls 
us to carry out the rest of the shopping and we normally do, 
but I want to tell him that I have beaten Leonard, so I go 
back inside to find him. He’s at the cash desk paying for the 
shopping in his trolley. 

‘Da?’ 

‘Not now.’ 

‘But, Da.’ 

‘T’m busy.’ 
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I stand there looking at the man who counts up the cost of 
the shopping. 

‘Is that everything?’ he asks Da. 

‘Yes, that’s everything.’ 

‘What about the sugar and the butter we put in the van, Da?” 
I say. 

“What? The man looks at Da. 

‘Oh yeah, that’s right, I forgot. Add that on to the bill,’ Da says. 

I know by the look Da gives me that I’ve done something 
wrong. ‘T’ll fetch Leonard to help with the shopping.’ I’ve a 
feeling I’m best getting out of his way. 

When I get to the van, I tell Leonard we have to help with 
the shopping and repeat what I said to the man. 

‘Da doesn't pay for them.’ 

“What? Oh, God, he’ll bash me.’ 

“There’s lots of stuff he doesn’t pay for. Why do you think he 
wears his Aspro coat?’ Leonard says. 

“That brown thing? Why is it called an Aspro coat?’ I ask. 

‘Because he slips sheets of Aspros along with anything else 
that’ll fit in the pockets he cut out of the coat.’ 

We hurriedly get the shopping loaded and when Da comes 
back to the van, I get a whack across the back of the head as he 
spits out the words, ‘You stupid cunt.’ 

I’m so embarrassed. I hope the people in the shop didn’t see. 
Thank God I’m sitting in the back so I can hide. When we 
get home he walks into the shop, leaving me and Leonard to 
carry in the shopping. He never says another word about the 
shopping trip to me. 


June: 1976 


- Tm lying on my bed and I can’t stop crying. All I want is to go 
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into town with Joyce and her friend, but she won't let me. The 
bitch. Why won't she let me go with her? It’s not as if she’s 
going in for anything important. I heard her saying she is only 
going in for a doss. She doesn't care about me; nobody does. I 
even asked Da if I can go with her and he said no. I hate him, 
and that little bitch Paula had better not come in the room or 
Pil kill her. 

Joyce doesn't need me now she has Freda. Well, fuck her, I 
don't need her either. She knows I have no one. The tears roll 
down the side of my face into my ears. I need a hanky but 
there’s nothing I can use, so I pick up the edge of the bed sheet 
and blow my nose. I can’t stop crying. I thought Joyce would 
come back for me but it’s too long now — she’s not going to 
do that. She doesn’t care, and nobody realises just how upset I 
am. I may as well be invisible. She just left me standing there 
crying. She’ll be sorry. I’m never going to talk to her again. 

My head hurts and my eyes are stinging from all the crying. 
I'm fifteen now. I'll find my own friend and she can go fuck 
herself. I don’t need her or anyone else. 

Click, click. 

I hold my breath. I look over my shoulder and see Da standing 
at the bedroom door. Maybe he’s going to bring me into town 
or do something really nice to make up for not letting me go 
with Joyce. He nods for me to go into the other room. He 
wants me to do ‘that’ now. What’s wrong with him? Can't he 
see that I’m crying? Does he not care about me at all? 

The look on his face annoys me. He doesn’t care how I’m 
feeling. How can he? All he cares about is himself. Surely he’ll 
leave me alone now that he can see my face. Maybe he doesn't 
realise how upset I am. I turn my back on him and look at the 
wall. 

Click, click. 
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‘What?’ I snap at him without turning around. 

‘Come on.’ 

‘No.’I feel tired from all the crying and I’m very angry. 

‘What?’ He’s angry and I’m shaking, but I’m not going to 
turn around. 

‘No,’ I say and hold my breath, waiting for a clatter. But the 
clatter doesn’t come. He stands behind me in silence for what 
seems like forever before he moves. I can hear him going into 
the other room. All of a sudden I don’t care about Joyce going 
into town without me. I stop crying. 

I sit up on the bed. What have I done? Oh, God, what'll he 
do to me? Please don't let him kill me! Somebody help me. Oh, 
Mammy, Mammy, what am I going to do? I wait for ages but 
he doesn't come back. This is confusing and I’m scared now. 
What’s he doing? I can't even get out without passing through 
his room. I listen for any sound but I can hear nothing. Finally, 
I stand up, my legs trembling. I go to the door and can't believe 
he isn't in his room. I was so sure he'd be waiting for me. Where 
is he? I listen again, but can’t hear him. What’s going on? I 
don't understand this. 

I fall over my feet getting down the stairs. I’m terrified and 
confused; this isn’t what I expected. There is still no sign of him. 
Where will I go? I run down the hall and out the door as fast as 
I can, trying to be quiet, all the time waiting for him to appear. I 
run up to the little field over the bridge to see if there is anyone 
there to play with. My heart is pounding and I keep looking 
down the road to see if he is following me, but no one is coming. 
Maybe it’s because I’m upset that he didn’t go mad. Maybe he'll 
get me when I go back in. Maybe he’s too busy to batter me now. 
I'll just stay out of his way for as long as I can. But when I go 
home later, he ignores me, acts like I’m not there at all. 

I keep expecting Da to call me in again, but he doesn’. In 
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fact, he seems to be avoiding me. Maybe there’s nothing he can 
do about me saying no. I feel guilty and confused. If it’s that 
easy to say no, why didn’t I do it sooner? I could have stopped 
it before now. Maybe it is all my fault. 

Later that week, I’m in the factory and he says, ‘I know you're 


smoking.’ 


My eyes widen, but I say nothing. 
“Well, you know, we all have our vices,’ he says, with this 


horrible grin on his face. 


“What are vices?’ I ask stupidly. 

‘Smoking is a vice and you know what I do — that’s a vice too. 

I’m confused. I don’t know what he’s trying to say, but I know 
I don't like it. 

He continues, ‘If you allow me my vice, I'll allow you yours, 
but if you don't, you know I can make your life very difficult.’ 

It’s too late. I realise there’s nothing he can do. He’s almost 
desperate, trying to bribe me, and I know everything has 
changed now. I look at him and say ‘no’, really clear for him, 
as I turn on my heels and walk away. I’m not scared any more. 


> 


Joyce: SOF 


It’s been days since Da called me to the room and I wonder 
what’s wrong. He hasn't really talked to me much since I got 
my periods. I was the last one to get them of all my friends. At 
sixteen, they all had theirs but I am nearly seventeen and I only 
got them a few weeks ago. I try to remember if I did anything 
to annoy him, but I can't. 

When I finish the housework, I hang around with girls on the 
road. It’s great he doesn’t even call me in when I’m playing, but 
I’m worried. I wonder what he’s up to. He’s not even grabbing 
me when he passes, which is very. unusual. Something has to 
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be wrong but he isn’t saying anything and I don't want him 
to know I’ve noticed. I can't really enjoy anything because I’m 
waiting for something to happen. 

I keep dreaming of him coming into my bed and touching 
me. It’s always really nice and we are in love. I like it and I 
want him and then when I wake up, I’m all wet down there 
and I can smell him. I don’t know what’s happening to me. I’ve 
waited years for this to stop, so why am I not happy? 

I feel a constant pain in my body down there, but it’s not a 
normal pain. How could I want him? I’ve always hated him 
near me. I remind myself of the pain and the smell, but the 
feeling does not go away. There is a constant dirty pong off 
me, and my knickers are always damp and smelly. I stink when 
I wake up and feel awful all the time. I really am a horrible 
person. I should be happy, so why am I not. 


Joyce: 1974 


Saturday night is ending perfectly. Gerry, the fella I fancy, has 
finally asked if he can leave me home. I have liked him for 
ages, and he’s noticed me at last. I knew I looked good tonight, 
in my new green and brown maxi dress, with the cork wedges 
that hurt my feet but make me look tall and slim. I’m so happy 
to be walking along with him, waiting for him to stop and hold 
me, kiss me gently. But then he suggests we go to his friend, 
Joe, for coffee after the pub. I don’t want to let this opportunity 
go because I like him, but I know going for coffee will make 
me late and cause serious trouble. I’m nervous, so I explain to 
Gerry that I have to be home soon. 

‘For God’s sake, Joyce, we are only going for coffee. I haven't 
seen Joe in so long. We won't stay long. I can explain to your 
Da if you’re worried.’ 
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I agree, but I’m nervous. I’m too embarrassed to say any more. 
I don't want to admit that at nineteen years of age, I am still 
under such a strict curfew. I know Da will be waiting for me 
and there will be trouble. I try to relax as we walk down the 
street towards Joe’s house but I can’t stop myself watching the 
clock as we drink our coffee. 

I’m so relieved when Gerry finally stands up to leave, which 
is obvious by the way I jump up from the chair. Joe and Gerry 
both laugh, saying I want Gerry to myself. I don't care what 
they think. I just want to get home. Gerry and I have a laugh 
on the way back to my house and he stops several times to 
kiss me. I think I am in heaven. As we get close to home, I’m 
worried but I’m also very happy — the happiest I have ever 
been. 

I am jolted back to reality as we come to the corner of my 
street. | spot Da coming around the corner. He has obviously 
been out looking for me. I whisper to Gerry, ‘Please don’t say 
a word to him, no matter what he says. Just go and I'll talk to 
you tomorrow. Please, please.’ 

‘Do you want me to explain what kept us late?” 

‘No, please, just go, and don’t say a word.’ 

Da’s step is quickening now and I can tell I’m in big trouble 
by his walk. I again ask Gerry to go, but he continues to stand 
there. He looks shocked at how afraid I am, but I can’t deal 
with that now. 

“You, cunt, get inside now!’ Da says, pointing at me. He turns 
to Gerry and says ‘You, fuck off.’ Gerry looks shocked. I again 
whisper to him not to respond and beg him to go. I am hugely 
relieved when he takes another look at Da and says goodnight 
to me, before quickly walking away. 

I stand and watch him leave and then feel Da grab my arm 
and drag me in the door. He slams the front door shut and 
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starts shouting at me that I’m a slut, an ungrateful cunt. I 
compose myself as I hang up my coat, taking a deep breath 
before I turn around to face him. I’m furious; I can still see 
the shock and disgust on Gerry’s face. Da is roaring but I’m 
thinking of Gerry and me. Will there be a Gerry and me after 
tonight? I am disgusted. God, it’s only half eleven! Some of my 
friends are married with children and here I am rushing home 
because I might upset my father. I zone in on his whinging 
voice and scream back at him. ‘Fuck you! I’m nineteen and you 
wont tell me what to do!’ I point my finger at him, shouting 
that he isn’t going to ruin my life, that I’m an adult now. 

He looks shocked and I'd swear he’s frightened. I continue to 
yell at him to leave me alone. My only thought is the expression 
on Gerry’s face as Da told him to fuck off. I will probably never 
see him again. I can feel the anger inside me. My face is hot and 
my eyes are burning, but I focus all my rage on the bastard in 
front of me. 

“You won't talk to me like that,’ Da says, but he doesn’t sound 
as controlling as usual. | 

“What will you do about it?’ I ask, my face right up against 
his. I can smell his breath, see the bristles on his unshaven 
chin. It’s a long time since I’ve been this close to him, and I 
am amazed to realise that I’m not frightened of him, that I 
actually feel like I’m in charge. He gestures that he’s going to 
hit me but, instead of running away, I move closer, shouting in 
his face. ‘Go on, hit me! Go on.’I say it over and over. 

Ma jumps in between us, but even she hasn't the strength 
to hold me back. I have no idea what I am going to do but, 
at that moment, I want him dead. My arms flail about, and I 
desperately want to slap him across the face, but he scurries 
away sheepishly, muttering under his breath that he isn’t 
putting up with this. Ma continues to hold me back because 
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I'm clearly not finished. I continue shouting at him, telling 
him I’m leaving because I don’t want to stay in the same house 
as a prick like him. 

Ma whispers to me to go to bed, but I insist I’m going up to 
pack; I’m leaving. I storm up to my room. 

June and Paula obviously heard the commotion. and are 
wondering what it’s all about. They are sitting anxiously on 
the bed, whispering to each other when I open the bedroom 
door. Snivelling little fuckers — imagine me having to share 
a room with these two. I should have done this ages ago. I 
continue to shout at the top of my voice. ‘Fuck him,’ I repeat 
loudly, explaining to them that I’m leaving. Hurriedly moving 
around the room, pulling out my few bits of clothes, I feel the 
adrenalin pumping in me, the rush of power, completely new 
and unexpected, and I relish it. The two girls look at me in awe. 
I’m their heroine! 

They fire questions at me: What happened? Who was the 
guy? Did Da catch you kissing? Where are you going? Can we 
come too? I sit on the bed, calmer now, wanting to explain it 
all to them, relive the magic of getting one over on the bastard, 
but the moment I touch the bed, I suddenly feel so tired. I’m 
drained and have no energy; the idea of going anywhere now is 
exhausting. All I want to do is sleep. I climb into bed and tell 
them I'll go in the morning. 

I recall the fear on his face and drift off to sleep feeling 
powerful, in control. There is a smile on my lips as I nod off. 

The moment I wake the next morning, the memory of the 
night before comes flooding back to me. I no longer feel so 
brave. What will I do? What will I say to him? What if he 
makes me leave? Where will I go? Oh shit, what have I done? 
It takes me ages to pluck up the courage to go downstairs, my 
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legs shaking on every step. As I reach the end of the stairs, he 
walks by with his coat on; he has obviously been out already. 

‘I bought tickets to England, so I will be leaving soon,’ he 
says as he walks by. Fuck him, I think to myself. I know better 
than to believe him; he threatens to go to England all the time, 
but never does. I’m shocked he’s not shouting at me about last 
night. I’m just glad I’m not being asked to leave. I decide my 
best move is to play along and say nothing. 


Joyce: 1975 


I can't make out what’s going on. I’m at work in the local pub, 
which usually makes me feel good, but I’m really low. I’m just 
going through the motions here as I laugh out of politeness 
at the usual jokes and comments from the lads. I try to shake 
myself out of this mood and sing along with the local band’s 
version of The Eagles’ “Take it to the Limit’, but nothing is 
taking away the pain. I don't know what this dull ache is but 
it’s been there for a long time now and it wont’ shift. If I can 
just get out of here, things will be fine, but where can I go? 
All these thoughts go round in my head as I move from 
one table to the next serving drinks without really paying any 
attention to anyone. Some of the girls ask if ’m OK and I 
tell them I’m tired. I’d love to explain, but I can’t even do that 
for myself. Where would I start? I don't understand what’s 
wrong with me. I place drinks in front of two ladies and force a 
smile while I wait to be paid. I overhear them discussing their 
weekend in Scotland. I light up as I think about my sister Pam 
in London. That’s where I can go! It will be great to get away. 
I ask for a smoke break and immediately ring Pam from the 
pub phone. When she answers the phone, I burst into tears. 
“What’s wrong? Is someone hurt?” 
I want to reassure her but can't get my voice to work through 
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the tears. I take a few deep breaths and ask, ‘Can I come and 
live with you for a while, a couple of weeks maybe?’ 

‘Of course you can. Why? What’s wrong?’ 

‘Nothing. I don't really know, Pam, but I want to get away.’ 

‘Does Ma know you're ringing me?’ 

‘No, not yet, but I'll tell her.’ 

“When do you want to come over?” 

‘As soon as possible, Pam. Give me a week to organise it and 
get some money together.’ The money is running out on the 
phone. What with the beeping of the phone and the noise 
of the Bee Gees’ ‘Jive Talkin’ in the pub, I’m struggling to 
concentrate. ‘T’ll ring you tomorrow, Pam.’ 

The phone goes dead. I already feel better, so I run in to tell 
Freda, my best friend. She’s as confused as I am about this 
sudden decision, but she’s very supportive and agrees it would 
be good for me to get away. The next day I book a flight. That 
gives me time to tell Ma. Over the next few days, I perk up. 
When I tell her, she says nothing but looks disappointed. I don’t 
care; I have to get out. I leave her with her disappointment and 
walk out of the room. 

I spend the rest of the week deciding what to take with me. 
June and Paula are upset but I tell them it won't be forever. I 
have to soften the blow because I haven't the energy to deal 
with anyone’s pain but my own. I know I need to leave this 
house. The sadness, hurt, constant tension are eating away at 
me. I can feel myself withering. 

Freda brings me to the airport and we cry in each other’s 
arms. I’m still crying as I board the plane to Heathrow and 
only then does it dawn on me that it is my first time to fly. I 
sit near a window and stare out into the darkness. I don't know 
what’s going to happen when I get there. What will I do. How 
long will I stay? I reassure myself that I'll work it all out, like I 
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always do, but then I panic as I realise Pam will have loads of 
questions and I have no answers. What will I tell her? 

Pam and her husband Sid are waiting for me. Sid smiles and 
tries to calm down their two-year-old son, Daren. Daren’s eyes 
light up as he struggles to get out of his buggy, even though 
he doesn’t remember me. I haven't seen him since he was ten 
months old. His big brown eyes stare up at me as I run to Pam, 
holding her really tightly for the longest time. I want to stay 
like this but I know that isn’t possible. No sooner has the grip 
broken than she fires questions at me. I don't listen, just talk 
over her, saying that I need a change. She seems happy enough 
with that and immediately plans to get me a job in the pub 
she works in. We are both excited about the idea of working 
together. We stay up late, talking and laughing into the early 
hours. 

For a while, everything is fine. Pam and I work together in 
the pub where she has been a barmaid for a couple of years. 
The English find my accent very funny and I enjoy the banter 
as we tease each other back and forth. I get a few offers from 
guys in the bar, but I’m not interested and Pam shoos them 
away. Ihe good humour doesn't last long, and within a matter 
of weeks, I’m feeling just as bad as I did at home. I’m depressed 
but I ignore it and carry on as best I can. I don’t discuss it with 
Pam, hoping that my low spirits might go away. 

Each day I find it harder to function, to plaster a smile on my 
face and make small talk with the customers and chat with the 
staff. I’m really struggling to hold it together in front of Pam 
and Sid; even getting out of bed in the morning is becoming 
impossible. I try to distract myself with Daren, but that doesn’t 
work. I continue to work but I can’t shake this hollow, empty 
feeling, and the energy it takes to hide it is exhausting. 

It’s Friday night and Pam has the evening off, so I get dressed 
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up and head to work. Friday is always an important night in 
the pub, and we all have to wear evening gowns. Luckily Pam 
has plenty to lend me. I stick to washing glasses for most of the 
night, so I don't have to deal with customers and, by closing 
time, I’m fit for bed. I don’t speak a word on the way home. 
Bill, the driver, tries desperately to get a conversation going 
but I tell him I’m tired and he continues to do all the talking. 
I’m grateful to him for filling the night’s silence, and stare out 
of the window until I arrive at Pam’s. 

Everyone is in bed, so I go into the kitchen to make some 
tea. I’m glad to be alone. I look in the cupboards for something 
to eat and spot Pam's medication. There is a huge variety of 
containers with every colour tablet you can imagine. Pam 
was always a bit of a hypochondriac, and the fact that she 
hoards everything means she has accumulated quite a store. 
I immediately think this would be the perfect way to end the 
pain. I can't bear it any longer and as I gently touch each bottle, 
checking out the names, and slide out the sleeves of tablets, 
putting them into neat rows, I know I have finally found the 
answer. If this is life, ] don’t want it any more. I turn off the 
kettle, take out all the containers, and sort the ones with names 
I don't recognise. I know aspirin won't be strong enough and 
the ones with names | can’t pronounce sound really impressive, 
so I reckon they must be good. I set the good ones up on the 
coffee table and look in the drinks cabinet for something to go 
with them. 

I haven't been this excited in ages. Already I feel better, 
knowing I won't have to feel like shit for much longer. I pour 
myself a vodka and coke, adding plenty of coke to kill the 
taste. I empty one container of blue tablets, take a handful and 
put them in my mouth, washing them down with the vodka 
and coke. Wow, that was easy! I prepare the next handful, and 
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swallow them in one go. I’m heaving now but still manage to 
get them down. I work my way through each container until 
they are all empty and then sit back, sipping the rest of the 
vodka and coke. The tears roll down my face. I feel ill and not 
at all relaxed, the way I imagined I would. I cry for a while and 
it dawns on me that I’m going to die. 

I’m not ready to die. What am I doing? What will I do now? 
Will I sit and just wait to die? Oh fuck, I’m going to be sick. I 
stagger into the bathroom, gripping the wall to keep me steady 
as I bend over the toilet, but nothing happens. I stick my fingers 
down my throat, but I can’t get sick. I feel panic. I didn’t think 
this through at all. I’m a stupid cunt. My legs are going from 
under me now and I feel really weak. Everything is getting 
very foggy and I want to sleep, but I know that’s not the right 
thing to do. I need to call Pam but I don’t want to wake Sid. I 
make my way upstairs and open their bedroom door. It’s pitch 
black and I can't see a thing. I turn on the landing light and try 
again. The room is still black, but I get on my knees and crawl 
over to Pam's side of the bed. I shake her and have to call her 
a few times before she wakes. 

‘What?’ she shouts, partly in shock at being woken up and 
partly because she is annoyed at being disturbed. I am sobbing 
now and finding it hard to speak anything other than her 
name. She turns on the lamp beside her bed, waking Sid. 

“What’s wrong?” 

‘Pam, I took some tablets and I don’t want to die.’ 

“What? What tablets did you take?’ 

‘I don't know. They were in the press.’ 

Sid sits up in a daze, rubbing his eyes, trying to make sense 
of what’s going on. 

‘She took my tablets.’ 

Pam takes my hand and leads me downstairs. I have trouble 
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balancing myself and trying to keep up with her. I fall on the 
couch and point at the containers I emptied. Sid follows us, 
still looking dazed. 

‘She took all my fuckin sleeping tablets!’ 

“We'd better take her to the hospital.’ 

Suddenly I am very relaxed and really want to sleep. I’m 
no longer afraid and that awful feeling is gone; maybe this 
wasn't such a bad idea after all. I’m feeling soft and fuzzy, and 
all that tension is leaving my stomach. I watch the two of 
them rushing around, clearly worried, all the time shouting at 
me, ‘Don't fall asleep.’ 1 want to tell them to calm down, stop 
panicking, but my throat is dry and my tongue feels swollen. 
They'll work it out themselves, I think as I lay my head back 
on the couch. 

Pam tries to keep the panic out of her voice, but she can't. 
Sid is on the phone to Sylvia next door to come and babysit. I 
fade in and out of the room, feeling very giddy. Sylvia arrives 
in her housecoat and Pam and Sid lift me to my feet and throw 
a jacket over my shoulders. I’m still wearing my evening gown 
as they struggle to get me out to the car. I feel good, safe and 
relaxed. Pam sits in the back of the car with me and constantly 
smacks my face to keep me awake. The tears flow down my face 
but I feel happy, and if I had the energy I’m sure I would laugh. 
They practically carry me into the hospital, my feet dragging 
behind me, as they hoist me from under my arms. They are 
putting me on a trolley and they are hurting my arms. Why 
are they being so rough? There’s no need for that. Everything 
else is so quiet and gentle, I’m wrapped in a cloud — maybe I’m 
already dead. I watch the white lights flickering as they wheel 
the trolley into another room. I’m sorry for the pain I can see 
on Pam’s face, but mine is gone. Surely they can understand? 
Now there are lots of people. Doctors maybe? Nurses? Or 
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angels possibly? I don’t know. My dress is taken off and I’m 
placed on my side. I’m sobbing but I can’t answer the questions 
they are asking me. 

‘How many tablets did you take, Joyce?” 

‘Did you get sick? This is going to be uncomfortable for a 
while.’ 

I can hear Pam outside trying to explain that she doesn't 
know how many tablets she had in each container. The cloud 
is beginning to lift, and I can feel my mouth and legs again. 
Suddenly I realise I don’t want to die. 

The nurse holds me while someone puts a tube down my 
throat. I’m heaving. 

“That’s it. Good girl. Get it up.’ 

I’m placed in a ward, as the nurse explains to Pam that the 
procedure was successful. I let out a sigh of relief and fall asleep. 

Three weeks later I move back home and return to work in 
the factory during the day and get my old job back in the pub 


at the weekends. In some ways, nothing has changed. 
2010 


A fresh pot of tea is placed in the middle of the table, and Paula gets 
up to empty the ashtrays. The women have spent another day at 
Joyce's kitchen table, talking, writing, crying, laughing. Time passes 
as the work is edited, omissions identified, memories dissected. They 
enjoy the time together, the connection, and they realise that, in 
many ways, completing the book is merely the vehicle for their 
Journey, not the destination itself. 

‘You know what I found so difficult about you, Paula?’ asks June. 

‘No, but I've a feeling you're going to tell me!’ 

I hated quiet people because I couldn't read them. I like to know 
what someone is thinking, and with you I never could. You didn't 
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share anything; I had no idea what was going on in your head.’ 

‘Yes, I felt that too. We were all trying to survive and you didn't 
think about how your behaviour affected other people, but it did,’ 
says Joyce. 

I never understood that my not talking to people at home had an 
impact,’ says Paula. ‘I get it now, but only because you've explained 
that to me. I had no idea at the time. I hated all of you, so all I ever 
thought about was how awful you all were to me.’ 

I always thought you hated us; you didn’t want us in your life,’ 
says Joyce. “You deliberately went out of your way to cause trouble; 
whereas I was so afraid, I did anything to avoid it. He didn’t 
need any triggers; he was bad enough without any agitation, so 
your behaviour, you setting him off the way you did, was a real 


problem for the rest of us. We didn’t understand then that there was 


a different dynamic going on with you and him.’ 

‘Whereas I assumed you knew how badly he treated me but just 
didn't give a fuck. I couldnt get over how none of you cared about 
me. I couldn't figure out what I was doing wrong. When I stayed 
out late, or did other things to annoy him, I wasn't thinking about 
anyone else but him. It never occurred to me that it would upset 
other people.’ 

It was tunnel vision, I think,’ says June. ‘We stayed in a cocoon, 
and were oblivious to what was going on around us. For me, that 
was survival; it was driven by fear. My own world was the only 
world, so I was totally ignorant about how he treated you. : 

‘I'm ashamed to say it, Paula, but I really never noticed how he 
treated you either. I just never saw it. But, like June says, I wasnt 
able to think about anyone else. My God, how different our lives 
would be if we had spoken to each other!’ Joyce shakes her head, the 
regret deep. 

‘Why didn’t we speak to each other?’ asks June. ‘What stopped us?’ 
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Because he set it up that way from the beginning, that we didn’t 
trust anyone. And I hated you, with a passion.’ Paula can still feel 
the anger, the isolation, that sense of exclusion which has only begun 
to heal in recent years. The wounds are still raw and she knows to 
mind them. 

But I didn’t hate you,’ says Joyce, laughing, amused at the power 
of the response, although I didn't love you too much either! I did 
love June, though, and we told each other everything, but we never 
discussed the abuse. So, why was that?’ 

I think it was self-hatred,’ June says. It was too difficult to talk 
about. And believing it wasn't happening to others, thinking it was 
only happening to me, at whatever level we felt that, and the shame 
that came with that, stopped us from being able to name it.’ She 
rubs her temples gently, and asks ‘Has anyone got any Solpadeine? 
My head's killing me.’ 

It’s not that we didn't talk about it though, not completely,’ says 
Paula, rummaging in her rucksack through her copious supply of 
painkillers. ‘I remember when we had that conversation, June. I 
was about thirteen or fourteen, and you came into the bathroom 
when I was in the shower. There was lots going on in the street 
with the other kids being blood brothers, and keeping secrets and we 
were talking about it. I said to you that I had a secret that I would 
never tell anyone and you said you bet you knew what it was. I 
was sure you couldnt know, until you said, “I do, it’s about Da, 
isn't it?” It’s funny, the fact that I was behind the shower curtain 
made the conversation easier because we couldn't see each other. We 
probably would never have said that face to face. I couldn't answer 
you. I remember thinking I was going to physically pass out in the 
bath, with the fear of someone knowing. I still didn’t make the 
connection that if you knew, that it must be happening for you 
too. I just couldn't understand how you knew my secret. And I was 
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terrified that you would tell someone.’ 

I was glad wed had the conversation’ says June, swirling the 
tablets in a glass of water. I felt closer to you after that. Even 
though the conversation didnt go any further, it created a bond of 
some kind. I had ies told Emily, and I think I was startin 8 to need 
to talk about it.’ 

‘When did you tell Emily?’ asks Joyce. 

‘We were sitting at the sewing machines, so we must have 
been seventeen or eighteen, which means our conversation in the 
bathroom was later than you remember it, Paula. We told each 
other everything and when I told her I had a secret she said she 
could guess. I didn’t think she could possibly know, but she said, “It’s 
to do with your father, isnt it?” I was so shocked that she knew. And 


— you told Kevin, didn't you, Joyce?’ 


‘Yeah, when I was about eighteen or nineteen. He was giving me 
a lecture about the fella I was going out with because he thought 
he was too old for me, and he warned me not to have sex with 
him. I said it wouldn't be the first time and he went mad, so I told 
him about Da. It was stopped a good while with Da at that time. 
I had been getting my periods for a couple of years then, and he 
never came near me again after that. But Kevin took me to the GP 
anyway, and he was really good actually, doing most of the talking 
for me. The GP told me not to worry and that everything would be 
sorted, that he would talk to Da the following week. ‘Thats when 
I spoke to you, Paula. The GP told me to explain to the two of you 
that Da wasn’t allowed to do it any more, and for you to say no if 
he tried.’ 

I remember that — you telling me that the doctor was going to 
sort it, that it would never happen again,’ Paula says angrily. ‘I 
absolutely believed you. I was so happy, thinking 1t was over. And 
I remember leaving the house immediately after, and I didn't even 
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get down the road when he called me back and raped me. I wanted 
to string you up. I hated you, Joyce. I blamed you for it. But I hated 
myself too, because I thought I was so stupid for believing you.’ 

And, Paula, when you did say no, did you remember that 
conversation, and me telling you to say no?’ Joyce asks, gently but 
persistently. The writing process has given her an opportunity to 
challenge her youngest sister, to confront her about her behaviour, 
and she is determined that Paula must face her own responsibilities 
in this too. 

‘Much later I did, but it took a long time for me to make that 
connection,’ Paula answers. “Ihe abuse didn't stop until years later 

for me, and that brought so many other issues with it that it took 
me a long time to work through. To be honest, when it stopped was 
probably the worst time I've ever had because I turned all that 
hatred for him on myself. I couldn't understand why I hadn't said 
“no” sooner. I never realised I had a choice. I know now I didn't, but 
I despised myself for years, believing I was a gutless coward.’ 

It’s funny,’ says June, ‘I didn't react like that after Joyce gave us 
the doctors advice, because I don't think I believed it was possible 
for it to be stopped. I didn't feel let down because I just felt it was 
out of anyones control. I just accepted it and didn’t give any real 
thought to the idea that someone was going to stop it. But, like you, 
Paula, the later years were harder. I felt such guilt about wanting 
sex when I got older, and, to be honest, that guilt has never really 
gone away.’ 

Me too,’ says Joyce. ‘I found it so difficult when I had a desire for 
sex; how could I live with that? I prayed all my life for it to stop, and 
now I wanted it — it didn't make sense. So I began asking myself, 
thinking maybe it’s all my fault, maybe I wanted it all along.’ 

‘Well somehow you got over that, seeing as you've got five children 
and are on your third man!’ Paula laughs. 
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Ah, well,’ Joyce giggles through a coughing fit, ‘life’s too short not 
: to get over shit like that, isn’t it!’ 
: 
| 
| 


| 
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Chapter 5: Healing 


July 1929 


On the dot of one o'clock, the sisters switch off their machines, 
gather their fags and empty teacups from the work benches and 
head to the kitchen for lunch. June and Joyce have come back 
to work in the factory to help try and make a go of the business 
while they’re waiting for the court case. Joyce’s marriage ended 
a couple of years ago and since then she and June had lived 
together until recently. They worked hard, getting their own 
sewing contracts and working in fast food outlets, and earned 
more money than they would ever have scraped together 
working for their father. 

They put considerable energy into spending it too. When 
Joyce’s children stayed overnight with their dad, the two 
women became regulars at the local nightclubs and pubs. ‘The 
relationship between the two sisters has strengthened even 
more during this time, as they shared their first real experiences 
of freedom and relished their opportunities to make choices for 
themselves. Joyce began a new relationship a number of months 
earlier and recently started living with her new man, Trevor, 
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while June and Eamonn are now living together almost a year. 
Now that their father has left the family home, and the abuse 
is out in the open, they have returned to working in the factory, 
so the three sisters spend each day working together, a rhythm 
slowly developing between them. They have continued making 


_ tentative steps towards discussing their shared experiences, but 


they are still careful and cautious. This is very uncertain territory 


for them. 


Paula already has the kettle on when Joyce gets into the 


_ kitchen. She’s always the first up from her seat when it’s time 


to stop work, and the last one in every morning, despite the 
fact that she’s the only one of the three siblings still living in 


_ the family home. She got into the habit of doing it over many 


years, as a way of annoying her father, and has continued with 
it, despite the fact that he hasn't been around for months. 

June has a batch loaf out and is buttering bread, so Joyce puts 
the TV on in the sitting room and empties the ashtrays. 

‘Come on, girls,’ she calls, ‘Oprah is on.’ 

It’s the summer of 1989 and the sisters have been following 
The Oprah Winfrey Show for a couple of weeks now on their 
lunch break. They often spend the afternoon talking about 
the programme over the noise of the sewing machines. June 
comes in with a plate of ham sandwiches and Paula brings 
in the teapot. There is a relief in the air since their father left 
the house, a novelty about being able to watch TV in peace, 
not constantly keeping an eye on the clock, and, whilst it’s 
unspoken, the sisters know they are all relishing every moment 
of it. So they settle into the chairs with tea and fags, and the 
hastily made sandwiches. 

They can tell from Oprah’s voice that it’s going to be a sad 
guest today. Sometimes they are upbeat and funny, but her 
tone is very serious and quiet. Joyce isn’t really listening to 
her, and has her eyes half-shut. She’s tired, her seven-year-old 
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daughter Audrey had her up half the night with a tummy bug, 
so she hardly slept. She is suddenly alert when she hears the 
topic of the show. 

Oprah’s eyes are filled with tears and she seems really 
emotional. The woman beside her is also looking very upset. 

‘Child sexual abuse is something we all know happens, but 
none of us want to believe it is happening in our street, our 
town, our family. We are so grateful to you for coming here to 
tell us about your experience,’ Oprah says. 

The sisters listen intently as the woman describes her 
childhood pain, and exposes the fear, guilt, feelings of being 
dirty which characterised her early years. But then she goes 
on to talk about accepting her innocence, recognising that she 
was only a child, being able to see that she wasn't to blame. 
She talks about counselling and healing and how it’s slow 
and gradual. The adverts come on but the room is still quiet 
and no one moves, even though they should be back at their 
machines by now. Eventually, Joyce gets up and quietly leaves 
her cup and plate in the sink and returns to her bench. June 
and Paula follow her shortly after and the sisters settle back to 
their work for the afternoon, but the silence remains. None of 
them speaks a word. 


Paula: October 1989-1999 


Joyce arrives in the factory and, looking at June and me, throws 
two cards on the bench saying, “Ihere’s your appointments for 
the Rape Crisis Centre.’ 

I don’t even look up from the work bench. I’m horrified and 
immediately angry because I don't want to go to counselling. The 
appointment is a few weeks away and that only makes things 
worse because I have more time to think and worry. I know I 
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_ need this; the court case will start progressing over the coming 


months, and that’s going to be tough. Giving the statements 
was bad enough, but the thought of telling a courtroom of 
strangers what happened with Da is too frightening. 


My first appointment is early in the day and I arrive outside 
the big purple door with Rape Crisis Centre written on a 
plaque on the wall. I want to shrivel up and die. Everyone will 


_ know why I’m here. I ring the bell and wait for what seems like 
an eternity for someone to answer the door. A young woman 
opens it and I quickly step inside, hoping that no one has seen 


_ me go in. I’m shown to a waiting room and I sit on one of the 
_ chairs placed around the walls as she goes to tell the counsellor 
I’m here. I have no idea what Ill be asked or, furthermore, 
_ what I’m willing to tell. Fuck. I don’t want to be here. I’m such 


_acoward. I’m only here because I don’t want Joyce and June to 


get well, and me to stay the way I am. 

I want to walk out but I’m afraid to move. A woman comes 
in, introduces herself and leads me to a small room with two 
big chairs facing each other. She sits on one and gestures for 
me to take the other. I sit on the edge of the chair, ready to run 
if I have to. I can’t stop my legs shaking and she asks me to say 
a little about why I’m there. 

I tell her as little as I can about Da and that we are in the 
process of taking him to court. For the most part, she just 
listens and nods like she understands. The hour passes slowly, 
with a lot of silences that go unfilled, until she finally says, 
‘Our time is up.’ She hands me a card with an appointment for 
the following week. 

I attend my second appointment because, again, I listen to 
Joyce telling me that it will do me good. I don’t believe her, but 
I know I need help, so I’m willing to try again. 
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This time, I’m led into a room full of women sitting around on 
beanbags. In the centre of the room is a small single mattress. 
I’m such a fucking coward. I want to run, but instead I sit 
on one of the beanbags. They have obviously put me in the 
wrong room. I want to cry. Just then, the counsellor I’d met 
the previous week and another woman enter the room and sit 
down. I want to get out, but I don’t want to walk across the 
floor and draw attention to myself, so I wait for the counsellors 
to speak. 

My counsellor asks everyone to introduce themselves and say 
something about why they are here. Slowly, each of the women 
tells a little about herself until it’s my turn. I have no idea 
what anyone else has said. I can’t hear them as I’m too focused 
on working out what I’ll say when it comes to me. | stutter 
through my name, finding it difficult to breathe. I can feel my 
face getting redder and redder. 

‘Tm here because my sisters and I are taking my father to 
court for sexual abuse.’ put my head down and wait until they 
move to the next woman. 

When the introductions are over, the counsellor explains that 
we will be doing some mattress work. I have no idea what 
that means, so I try to sink into the beanbag and make no eye 
contact. She explains that the point of the mattress work is to 
go into a memory, using your breath. By doing this you will let 
the memory go. I have no idea what she’s talking about and I 
just want to go home. She asks for a volunteer. The girl in front 
of me says, ‘I'll do it. I want to get it over with.’ She moves over 
to lie down on the mattress. 

The counsellor speaks to the woman, telling her to take long, 
slow breaths and to concentrate on her breathing. The room 
is dead silent and everyone sits still, staring at the girl in the 
middle of the room. After a short while, the girl begins to 
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ery and her body is shaking. She then starts to wail, throwing 
her body all over the place, while the counsellors speak to her, 
: telling her not to be afraid, that she’s safe, nothing can happen 
to her. 

_ I think these people are fuckin mad. There is no way I’m doing 
that in front of them. I don’t even know them. I manage to sit 
and listen to some of the other girls telling their stories, each 
-one more horrific than the last. All the time, I’m shrinking 
into the beanbag and moving my position so that I’m out of 
_eyeshot of the counsellors, ensuring that they won't call on me. 

Over the next six months, I sit in the group without ever doing 
any work, never contributing, just listening to the women telling 
their stories. When the counsellor asks me to participate, I just say 
I don't want to talk. When they try to push me, I just sit looking at 
the floor until they give up and move on to someone else. 

Over the coming months, I find it harder to function. I don't 
know what’s wrong with me, but I’m constantly tired and dread 
the thought of getting up in the morning. It’s like being back 
at school, trying to find excuses to avoid the day. I don’t want 
to talk to anyone, engage with anyone. I just wish they would 
all leave me alone. 

The only thing that keeps me going is my individual session 
with my counsellor which happens every three weeks. 

One day, Joyce arrives at work and tells us that she has finally 
got Ma into the Rape Crisis Centre. She tells us that Ma will 
be working with my counsellor. I’m so hurt. 1 know Ma needs 
help, but why does it have to be from my counsellor? This is 
the only person I have even come close to telling my story to, 
and now I feel that I can’t trust her. It feels so unfair. The fact 
that I was never consulted or asked if I minded just confirms 
to me that no one can be trusted and no one cares about me. 
I can't tell anyone how I feel. I know I am being totally selfish 
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and Ma needs help too. Maybe I’m just being unreasonable. 
I can be so horrible. I don't think about other people the way 
June and Joyce do. 

Some of the women in the group are always saying how 
lucky I am to have my sisters and how it must be great to have 
someone else who understands what I’m going through. It’s 
true: June and Joyce talk about the sessions. They’re always on 
about what happened in their last session, what they had to 
do, what they said, what their counsellors said. Why don't they 
understand? I don’t give a fuck! I don’t want to hear about how 
great they're doing, how amazing their progress is, how brave 
they are. They do stuff I could never do or say. They are talking, 
participating, engaging. I’m sitting in silence looking at the 
wall. Jaysus, I feel inadequate enough without having to hear 
about the fantastic work they’re doing. It only reminds me of 
what a failure I am. Why can’t they just let me do it my own 
way? 

It’s strange, though, because over the months I have become 
dependent on the sessions. I’ve been seeing my counsellor for 
almost two years now, and even though I still don't say much, I 
do share sometimes and I recognise that I need the space. It’s 
costing me a fortune, but I don’t care because my counsellor is 
right: if I don’t show that I value myself, then who will? 

I decide it is time to look for another counsellor because 
it doesn’t feel right with her seeing Ma as well. One of the 
girls tells me about a counsellor who has left the Rape Crisis 
Centre and gone out on her own and who is very good. I know 
I’m not cured yet, but maybe with the right person I will make 
more progress. I can’t continue with this existence; it’s too 
miserable. I have no option but to try again, so I call and make 
an appointment. This begins another long and slow process of 
building up a relationship with Rose, my new counsellor. 
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I’ve been going to Rose for over two years now. It was difficult 


| to work with someone new, and it has taken a long time, but I 
| am finally beginning to build up a trust with her. The business 
: at home is going down the tubes, and we decide to close down 
the factory, which means that I no longer have the money to 
attend counselling. I have been spending about £500 a month 
but I need to make that investment in myself. I don’t know 
what to do now that I have no job. Rose tells me not to worry, 
that I will be OK. I am chuffed, and feel supported, understood 
_and cared for. The following week, Rose calls me into her office 
and informs me that I am already behind in my payments and 
need to settle up before it becomes unmanageable. 
I leave the counselling centre for the last time, furious with 
myself for trusting her, angry for allowing myself to think 
anyone would care about me. What kind of fool am I? I swear 
to myself that I'll never make that mistake again. I’m thirty- 
one years of age, the work in the factory has all but dried up, 
I have no qualifications, still live in the family home, despite 
various attempts to move out, and see no future for myself. I’m 
spending more and more time alone in my room, just staring at 
the walls, thinking about how my life could have been better, 
but doing nothing about it. What’s the point? It’s always going 
to be shit. 
June phones one evening and somehow talks me into joining 
a meditation group and enrolling in a reflexology course with 
her and Joyce. I don’t know the first thing about reflexology 
and agree only because I’m afraid of being left behind. We're 
all still going to various forms of counselling, and I know 
they’re doing better than me, so I can't let this widen the gap 
even further. 
The first night we go to the college, we're nervous and gigely, 
like schoolgirls. We sit near the back of the big hall, which is 
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freezing, but I quickly feel the heat rise and my hands sweat 
as I listen to the teacher explaining the modules we'll have 
to complete and the coursework that lies ahead. This is way 
beyond my reach; I was mad to sign up for this. What was I 
thinking? I can’t even pronounce the words, never mind spell 
them! The only reason I don't run away is because of the other 
two, and I think that maybe we can help each other through 
this. 

I quickly realise that I love studying and preparing lesson 
plans but hate going into the class itself. I feel uncomfortable 
around the others in the class and avoid having to work with 
anyone other than June or Joyce. I panic when the teacher 
splits us up. My hands sweat, my stomach churns, my head 
goes fuzzy and I want to cry. I have to really concentrate to 
remain focused on what’s being said. Outside of the classroom, 
I throw myself into the work, study for hours on end, plan 
weekly study sessions for the three of us and fall in love with 
the whole idea of learning something new. I particularly enjoy 
the anatomy and physiology classes and learn each system 
by heart. I’m so competitive, | have to know the information 
before our study group begins and June or Joyce are not allowed 
to differ from the answers I prepare. We have a great time with 
lots of laughs as Joyce always manages to grab strangers off her 
road to be our guinea pigs for the practical work. 

A few weeks before I take the final exams, I meet Siobhan. 
I’m instantly caught up in her life and we fall madly in love. 
Things move fast between us and, within a week, we move in 
together. It’s exciting being with her; I love sitting up for hours 
talking. We talk so openly about our lives, past relationships, 
our friends and our families. I tell her all about the abuse. 
Nothing is held back. I want this relationship to be different. 
I want it to last. 
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| For a while, my enthusiasm to study is dented, as all my energy, 
| thoughts and motivation centres around being with Siobhan, 
but eventually I knuckle down and we all sit our exams in July 
: 1999 and manage not only to pass, but to get high marks. 
_ With the exams finished, I have no idea what I want to do 
with my life. Studying has filled my days for the past year and 
now I’m lost again. I don’t feel qualified enough to work as 
a reflexologist and, strangely, my hopes for any future career 
haven't improved. I still struggle to see myself in a role I’m 
capable of fulfilling, or doing something I’m good at. I talk 
Siobhan into taking a year out of work to explore other options 
and we spend every minute of every day together. We are never 
out of one another’s sight. We drink a lot, cry a lot and really 
get to know each other. 

Months later, out of boredom, Siobhan signs us up for a six- 
week creative writing course. We arrive to the first session a little 
late and take the last two seats by the window. The facilitator 
asks us to introduce ourselves to the rest of the group. By the 
time it’s my turn, I’m in an awful state; I’m panicked about 
what to say, how to introduce myself. I can barely breathe and 
I’m sure no one can understand a word I say. I feel so stupid. 
He goes on to speak about how best to write a story, explaining 
how, firstly, it is important to connect with an event or emotion 
you have personally experienced. He suggests we go home, | 
write something and return the following week for feedback. 

I begin to write what I subsequently realise will be the first 
chapter of the book my sisters and | will write together. ‘The 
following week, I go back to the class, more confident this time, 
and I read out what I have written. Their response is great: I 
get a round of applause and blush with pride. The facilitator 
is very encouraging and tells me to continue writing and see 
where it leads. I love the course and I’m disappointed when it 
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comes to an end. I show June and Joyce what I have written 
and suggest it would be a good idea if we all write together. 

Over the coming year, I do a few short courses, mainly to fill 
in my time, but, as much as I enjoy learning something new, I 
still have no idea where they might lead me or how I will get 
a job, let alone a career. 

Siobhan returns to do her Leaving Cert. and I take a two- 
year holistic healing course. It’s unlike any other course I have 
done, because this time I’m on my own, with no one to shield 
me. I love the coursework and I have some excellent tutors, 
but I still struggle with the social side of college. I hate being 
around others and feel stupid if I have to make small talk. I have 
nothing in common with anyone, even though there are other 
mature students; I feel awkward and extremely uncomfortable 
at break times. I spend a lot of time texting Siobhan for help. 
She’s great at calming me down and encouraging me to go on; 
there are plenty of days when I would easily walk away if it 
wasn't for something positive and upbeat in her text, telling me 
I can do it, to be brave. I focus on studying and the academic 
course work which I’m good at. I begin to understand what 
they mean by your comfort zone! 

I pass all the exams with distinction but still feel like I know 
nothing. After two years of full-time study, I realise that I 
would have difficulty naming any of my fellow students. 

I think about setting up on my own, but I’m afraid I will fail. 
Siobhan talks me into booking myself an appointment with a 
qualified counsellor to see how a real reflexologist works. I’m 
so disappointed with the session and feel I can do better, so I 
decide to convert the front room of our house into a healing 
room. I spend a fortune getting every detail just right; it takes 
me three weeks just to select the right music to enhance the 
experience! 
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__ leven manage to get some paying clients, but I still feel I 

know nothing. I take it personally if clients do not book repeat 

appointments. I’m very aware that I’m not the picture of health 

and happiness and don't practise what I preach, so I feel like 

_a fraud. I convince myself I'll never be any good. The biggest 
struggle for me is the fact I will almost always be dealing with 
strangers even though I tell the clients not to speak through 
the treatment so they can be totally focused on themselves, 
really it’s just a way for me to avoid having to talk to them or 
be put in a situation where they ask a question I don’t know 
the answer to. 

I tell Siobhan how I’m feeling and she’s great; she tells me 
that I don't have to continue if it isn't for me and maybe I 
should consider going to college to try other things. I find a 
degree course in Leisure Management running in the Dublin 
Institute of Technology that doesn’t look too difficult and it 
includes some of the subjects I’ve just studied, so I apply and 
Tm offered a place. 

During the first week of the course, I am informed that 
one of the modules is around team-building. All the class 
will be going away for a week to an outdoor adventure centre 
in Killary, County Mayo. All the activities are designed to 
stimulate bonding among the group. 

I don’t want to go, so I try to come up with an excuse, but I’m 
informed it is compulsory to attend. We are to stay in dorms 
and that alone makes me want to leave the course. Siobhan 
spends hours telling me it will be OK; that it’s only a week. 
How hard can it be? 

The day we arrive we drop our bags into the room and 
are immediately brought outside towards a lake where we 
are instructed to change into wetsuits. I hold up the smelly, 
clinging item in disbelief, looking around me to check if it’s a 
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joke. I’ve never seen a wetsuit before and don’t understand how 
I’m supposed to squeeze my considerable body into this tiny, 
skinny piece of elastic. ’m so conscious of my weight, and my 
sensitivity isn't helped by the fact that all but two of the other 
students are aged eighteen or younger and are skinny. I want 
to run home. I’m trapped. If I make a fuss, I'll look even more 
stupid than I feel. 

I spend ages trying to pull this impossible tight wetsuit on. It 
highlights every lump and bump. When I eventually get it on, 
we are handed a tiny luminous orange life jacket that I manage 
to pull over my head. It reaches just below my chest. I’m sick. I 
look ridiculous; all ’m missing is a tutu and I could easily pass 
as one of the Michelin Men! I pray for the ground to open up 
and swallow me. But it’s not the end of my humiliation. The 
instructor hands me wet runners, a yellow helmet and insists 
we pose for a picture. 

I’m physically sick and have to fight back the vomit in my 
throat. My legs are shaking as we set off to walk the wrong way 
up a gorge, and it’s terrifying. I’m so unfit, fat and feel stupid. 
The others have no difficulty with the slippery rocks and the 
sudden drop into ice-cold water. When we finally get to the 
top, the instructor leads everyone to a mud slide just above 
a cliff face with an option of jumping into the water below. 
I have a long lonely walk back to the house while the others 
jump happily off the cliff. 

I decide I’m going home. I cry all the way back down the 
mountain, and I’m clear I’ve had enough. I want to get the 
hell out of here and fast. I don't care if they throw me off the 
course, I’m going home. 

When I eventually get back down the mountain, I go to my 
room to call Siobhan but there is no signal. I walk outside 
the building but still there’s no signal and there’s no phone in 
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the dorms. I fall apart, I’m so upset. The only phone is in the 
instructor's office but I’m too embarrassed to ask if I can use 
it and I don't want everyone to see I’ve been crying, so I go 
back inside to take a shower and get dressed. I try to convince 
myself that the worst is over and I don't have to ever get into 
a wetsuit again. 

‘That evening, we play puzzles which I really enjoy sd when 
the girls ask if I’m OK, I tell them I suffer with allergies 
anytime I go away. I’m sure they don't believe my excuse for 
red, puffy eyes but at least it stops them asking. 

The next morning, we’re taken by boat to a small cliff face and 
told we will be climbing to the top and abseiling down. I want 
to die. I’m terrified of heights and don’t want to do this, but I 
feel such a gobshite for falling apart yesterday. I say nothing as 
I move to the end of the line. The rest of the class practically 
run up the cliff until it’s my turn. I’m in such a state my legs are 
wobbling just putting on the harness. When I get to the foot of 
the cliff the instructor explains how important it is to stay back 
from the wall so that we can see our hand and footholds. I take 
the first step off the ground and stick firmly to the wall. I can't 
move a muscle, the fear is overwhelming, my legs are shaking 
and I start to cry. 1 can barely hear the instructor talking in the 
background, and I’m so afraid of moving either up or down 
that I lock myself in position with my fingers turning white. 
Finally, the instructor steps up beside me and tells me to let go. 
I'll be fine if I just let go. Out of embarrassment, I eventually 
let go and feel such an idiot when I realise I am only four feet 
off the ground! 

The next morning as we board the train, the tutor asks us 
all to write a report on the week, outlining the highlights and 
learning from the experience. I describe how the highlight 
for me is getting on the train to come home. I’m thirty-eight 
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years old and so humiliated. Despite being the oldest student, 
I acted like a complete idiot. How will I ever learn to socialise 
with these people? 


June: October 1990-1992 


What am I doing in the Rape Crisis Centre?Why did I agree 
to do this? How have I put myself in this position again? [ll 
never learn. I’m doing a weekend of intensive counselling and 
it’s supposed to speed up the healing process. I’ve been coming ~ 
to the Rape Crisis Centre for a long time now and I’m still a 
mess. When will it end? I thought I would be here for a month 
tops, and my life would be sorted. That was some mistake. 
Maybe this weekend will fix me. I heard it’s really powerful, 
and I have to get better soon. I just have to. I don’t even know 
anyone here because this is not my usual group. It’s bad enough 
having to do this counselling, but spending the whole weekend 
with a bunch of strangers is going to be really tough. 

Then I see Margaret and Angela. Thank God they’re > here. 
It’s good to see familiar faces. P'Il sit beside Margaret. Oh no, I 
didn’t know there was going to be a male counsellor here. 

‘Who's he, Margaret?” 

“That’s Martin; he’s supposed to be very good.’ 

I’m not comfortable with this, but at least Celine is with him 
and I really like her. I don’t want to tell my story in front of a man. 

As the day kicks off, a few people share some memories but I 
still feel nervous, because I know I’m going to have to talk soon. 
Usually I would jump in, but I don't feel safe. 

After lunch, we are all sitting on the floor in a circle and then 
Martin looks at me and says, ‘June, we haven't heard from you 
today. Would you like to share a memory with us?’ 

I knew I was going to have to speak before the day was out 
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and I’ve been trying to rehearse something. I relay a childhood 
memory of playing with a few friends in a nearby graveyard 
when a strange-looking guy jumped out on us with a small 
hatchet in his hand. My friends ran off and left me, because 
I was too small to climb back down the wall without help. I 
threw myself off the wall, badly grazing my knees. I ran home 
crying and told my mother what had happened. I thought she 
could see how frightened and upset I was, but she just sent me 
to the shops with Joyce. 

I take a deep breath as I finish sharing this memory with the 
group, relieved it’s over. 

“Well, June,’ says Martin, ‘I heard you say that your mother 
never saw you were upset. How did that make you feel?’ 

‘Invisible.’ 

‘I see. Well now, June, I want you to stand up here in front of 
everyone and say the words “look at me”.’ 

“What?” 

‘Just stand up here in the middle of this group and say, “look 
at me”.’ 

Oh, my God, I’m so embarrassed. I don’t want to appear like 
a stupid child, so I get up and say, very sheepishly, ‘Look at me.’ 

‘Louder,’ he says. 

‘Look at me.’ 

‘Again.’ 

‘Look at me.’I’m getting hot and sweaty, and I know my face 
is really red. I feel stupid. He looks a bit disappointed in me 
and says, ‘Just pace up and down here, and say it with more 
feeling.’ 

I want to die. How can I get out of this? Please, leave me 
alone. Can you not see how hard this is for me? Somebody 
stop this. I can’t see a way out, so I walk up and down the 
room saying, ‘Look at me, look at me,’ over and over. Every 
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few seconds, I look at him to see if he’s finished with me and 
will let me sit back down because my legs are shaking and my 
heart is pounding. I know I’m not doing it right because he 
still looks disappointed. Then he says, ‘I want you to get on 
your hands and knees and shout, “Look at me”. 

I’m shaking. Everyone is looking at me, and I feel like such 
a failure. I know he wants me to cry, and I think everyone else 
does as well, but I can't. I’m too embarrassed with all eyes on 
me. I can't take this. 

‘Come on, June,’ he says. ‘Get on your hands and knees and 
shout, “look at me”.’ 

He’s more forceful now, but I can’t do it. 

‘T’m sorry. You can throw me out if you want to, but I’m not 
doing that.’ 

He looks surprised, and I think he realises it’s not going to 
happen. Then he says, in a different tone, ‘It’s OK, you can sit 
back down. You don’t have to if you don’t want to.’ 

As I go back to my seat, I want to die. I feel everyone’s 
disappointed with me. I can’t do anything. Why am I so afraid? 
I’ve just wasted an opportunity to get better. 

Even though I’m coming to the Rape Crisis Centre for over 
two years, I’m still conscious of being observed entering the 
building, so terrified of being labelled. I ring the bell, and 
when they buzz the door, I nearly fall over myself to get in as 
quickly as possible. Today, I’m going to attend a groff for the 
first time. A groff is a very intense counselling session, from 
what I’ve heard, and it’s supposed to move you forward much 
faster than one to one or group counselling, and I’m in a hurry 
to finish counselling as quickly as possible. Eamonn and I have 
been living together for a couple of years now, and I love him 
to bits, but I have such guilt about sex, about wanting it, so I 
can't initiate it, and he gets hurt by that and thinks I don't love 
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him. And yet being attractive, him wanting me, is so important 
_ too. I need that reassurance. Christ, I’m still so fucked up, this 
thing had better work. 

I’m very nervous because I’ve heard the groff is good but I 
don't really know exactly how it works or what is involved. I 
know a couple of people who will be here but the majority of 
them are strangers. As I walk into the room, there are twenty 
or thirty small mattresses on the floor and beanbags scattered 
everywhere. 

‘Just grab a mattress,’ someone says, so I pick up the first one 
in front of me because I’m too embarrassed to look around 
the room. The curtains are pulled shut and the lights are out, 
so we're lying in the darkness with music playing. I think it’s 
the most beautiful piece of music I’ve ever heard. ‘It’s the 
soundtrack to The Mission’, 1 hear someone whisper. 

Almost immediately, someone down the back of the room 
is screaming and shouting. It sounds like she’s punching a 
beanbag. I panic, wondering is that what we’re supposed to be 
doing because if it is, I can't do it. 1 hear people sobbing and 
wailing and I freeze, thinking, how can I get out of here? I 
decide to just tune in to the music and ignore all other sounds. 

I can feel someone beside me. I open my eyes, struggling to 
see in the darkness, only to find no one is there. I feel really sad 
and, before I know it, I’m crying. I’m afraid to even raise my 
hand to wipe away the tears. Suddenly, I feel someone’s hand 
on my stomach. It startles me and I open my eyes to find one 
of the counsellors kneeling beside me. She whispers to me, 
‘Breathe, June.’ 

I realise that I have stopped breathing. 

I’ve had something on my mind for some time and feel I need 
to talk about it. Although I’ve always remembered the abuse, 
there’s one memory that I’ve never spoken about because I feel 
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it’s so shameful. But here, in this space, I feel it’s the right time, 
so I ask the counsellor, ‘Can I ask you something? Is it normal 
to feel something “down there” when you're being abused?’ 

“What do you mean?’ . 

‘Once, when my father was abusing me, I felt like I had an 
itch, and I moved slightly in order to scratch the itch.’ 

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘It’s perfectly normal. You have to understand 
that your body has been sexualised from a very young age.’ 

She thinks I am satisfied with this answer and, after a few 
moments, leaves my side and moves on to someone else. But 
I’m not happy because I haven't been entirely honest with 
her. After I had moved slightly, Da noticed immediately. He 
looked down at me with a pleased look on his face and said, 
‘Are you enjoying this?” 

‘No,’ I replied, as quickly as possible, and looked away from 
his smug face, feeling repulsed. 

He then responded with the words that have stayed in my mind, 
words that even now I can't shake from my head. 

‘You're the best.’ 

I lie here and feel awful for the longest time and can’t wait for 
the groff to be over. It lasts for three hours, and I leave feeling 
wretched, ashamed, abnormal. I’m never going to be fixed. 


Joyce: £994 


The sexuality course is the ultimate, the epitome, the critical 
last leg of the journey. This is a sign of being cured. Even being 
put forward for this course is a testament that I’m ready for the 
final hurdle, so I’m thrilled when they invite me to go on it. It’s 
like receiving a medal, recognition that I’ve worked through 
my stuff and I’m ready to take the final step. Trevor and I have 
been together almost four years now, and I know he wants us 
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to have a child together, and even though I know I’m getting 
better, I haven't felt ready for that. The depression that hit me 
after each of my first three children still scares me and I really 
need this course to make me better so that I can leave that 
behind. 

I’m both excited and worried about the course. There aren't 
many clients in the centre who know much about it, and the 
counsellor isn’t too forthcoming with information about what 
it entails. I did hear some rumours about the course requiring 
nudity but I can’t even imagine that, so I dismiss it. 

The course takes place on a winter’s night. It’s dark and cold 
as I arrive at the Centre. I meet with the other girls in the 
kitchen and we drink tea while we wait to be summoned to the 
room. We laugh and joke about what to expect and nudity is 
mentioned again. Christine, my friend, is clear that baring all 
is required, but the rest of us can’t imagine sitting on a beanbag 
in the nude, so we joke it off. 

Angela comes down the stairs and says we are ready to begin. 
My stomach churns and my legs go wobbly as I try to get up 
from the chair. I don’t want anyone to notice how nervous I 
am, so I bend down to pick up my bag while I compose myself. 
The course is taking place on the top floor and the stairs look 
like a mountain. I try desperately to calm myself as I listen to 
the others chatting and laughing. 

Fuck it, I have to do it now, I realise, following them up the 
stairs. Maybe it won't be as bad as I think, and after tonight 
Pll be cured. Angela says we have nothing to worry about and 
that she'll be participating fully in the class. I try to think 
about whether this makes me feel any better, but I’m quickly 
distracted by the loud beating in my chest. 

The ten of us enter the room and take up our positions on 
the beanbags which are placed in a circle. I adjust myself on 


169 


the beanbag and place my bag on the floor beside me. Angela 
welcomes everyone. We laugh and giggle. I guess I’m not the only 
one who’s nervous at the prospect of being cured at last. Angela 
speaks quietly as she explains the purpose of the course, telling 
us that many of us have disowned our bodies as a result of our 
experiences and this course provides the means to reclaim it. On 
one level it makes sense but on another, the thought of getting 
naked in a group is very frightening. I have trouble getting naked 
in front of my partner, never mind a roomful of strangers. 

‘The lights are dimmed and there are candles lit on the corner 
tables. The atmosphere is calm and there is an air of anticipation 
as we wait patiently to cross the final hurdle. 

Angela asks if anyone would like to be first and there is an 
inevitably long, awkward silence. I want desperately to get it 
over with but there’s no way I’m starting off. Angela decides to 
be first in order to relax the group. She slowly takes each item 
of clothing off and stands beside her beanbag. She observes 
her body slowly from her toes up. I’m embarrassed to look but 
feel compelled to at least glance in her direction. I focus on her 
face, wondering all the time if my discomfort is noticeable. The 
silence is once again broken as Angela speaks. She explains 
the objective, which is to choose one part of the body and 
discuss all its positive aspects. What you like about it, how it 
feels and, if you wish, how you felt about this body part before 
counselling. 

I need to go to the toilet. I’m convinced my bowels are about 
to open but I focus on trying to look relaxed about what’s 
happening. I’m not succeeding. 

One at a time, the women follow Angela and I’m getting 
more and more agitated because I know it is only a matter of 
time before it’s my turn. I’m struggling to rehearse which part 
of my body I’ll choose, as well as why I chose it. I can’t decide 
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on any body part that I am particularly proud of and we are not 
allowed to criticise, so I’m panicking. The anxiety is creeping 
up my neck; I can feel my throat going dry and I’m sure I won't 
be able to speak. 

Being invited to join this group is an indication that progress 
has been made, that you’re coming to terms with your past and 


_ are ready. How the hell did I get here? I’m not ready for this. 


There’s a sense of danger and I’m scared that if I don’t proceed 
they will all get on my back or be disappointed in me. I can’t 
run or I won't be able to face them again. Angela assures us 
we will not be forced to do anything against our will but, fuck 
that, we have no choice. 

I jump up and ask to go next. It’s do or die. I can’t breathe but 
I have to get it over with. I remove my clothes as quickly as I 
can. As I bend to tuck my pants into my jeans so they are not 
on view I realise that my naked bum is in the air, so I stand up 
too fast and feel dizzy. 

I stand beside my beanbag, fumbling with my hands, trying 
to look like I’m studying my body, while all the time rehearsing 
in my head what I'll say. Nothing has prepared me for this. My 
body looks as disgusting as ever to me and I’m cold. I really 
want to get dressed but know I have to say something before 
I can do that. 

I scan my body, desperately looking for some part I can speak 
positively about. I go through the various parts one at a time 
in my head. My legs, but then I remember my varicose veins; 
my feet I wonder, then remember my bunions and corns, and, 
as for my tits, well they hang over my sagging belly. I pick a 
spot on the wall behind Angela and move my eyes from there 
to the ground as I speak. I take a deep breath and tell myself 
it'll all be over shortly. 

I quickly dismiss one body part at a time as I know I can't 
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speak negatively. I can hear the shaking in my voice and I 
want to cry. I raise my hands and suddenly realise I like them. 
I stand for a minute talking about my hands, thinking all the 
time I didn’t need to undress to speak about my hands. I sit back 
down and quickly reach for my clothes. The group echo their 
congratulations as I stumble to get dressed. I feel relief: it’s over, 
the pressure is off and I can feel my heartbeat beginning to calm. 
I don't recall much of the rest of the evening, but I do feel proud 
that I’ve crossed another hurdle. So why dont I feel cured? 


2010 


It seems so long ago, doesn't it?’ June murmurs, as she picks through 
the pages she has just read. ‘We were so innocent, or naive. We really 
thought there was a quick fix.’ 

‘We were fuckin eejits!’ laughs Paula. ‘No need to dress it up!’ 

The women light new fags simultaneously and Paula opens a 
bottle of lager. She nods at the other two women from the fridge, 
indicating she will get them drinks, but they both shake their head. 
There is silence in the room as they each reflect on the journey they 
have taken since those hard, painful days. Joyces relationship with 
Trevor eventually ended, but not before she had two very happy 
pregnancies, bringing Sarah and Nicole into her life. Her three 
older children, Paul, Derek and Audrey, have all left home now but 
come back regularly and she is tremendously proud of each of them. 
She smiles as her partner Mark pops his head around the door to let 
her know hes going to the bookies. He kisses her quickly on the top 
of her head and leaves the women alone. 

June has three sons now, and herself and Eamonn continue to 
fight over the housework but love each other deeply. She had two 
very difficult labours, but the third was a home birth, with Joyce 
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and Eamonn holding her hand, and rejoicing in her screams, as 
she brought Adam into the world. Their middle son, Christopher, 
has special needs, and they have had difficult times battling with 
bureaucracy and near-absent services, trying to ensure he receives 
_ the interventions he needs. June has learned a great deal about how 
_ to negotiate through this process, but she is tired. She runs her finger 
across the pages and wipes away a slow tear as she considers how 
hard she has worked to give her sons the best, and how much joy 
they bring her. 

Paula sips her lager, and in her mind ticks off the multiple courses 
she has completed in the past two decades. Her love of learning has 
taken her down many paths, but the Diploma in Life Coaching was 
particularly significant for her, giving her a deeper understanding 
of how and where to take responsibility in her life. She leans back 
against the sink and watches her two sisters, with whom she now 
has such a bond, and she takes a moment to give thanks for the 
opportunity to hold them, and be held by them. In recent years, this 
relationship has extended to include Siobhan, and she has a sense 
that the path ahead is going to be an easier one. She takes another 
drink, and then returns to the table, smiling gently to herself. 

It is a long time ago, over twenty years,’ confirms Joyce, and so 
much has happened since then. When you think about it, we started 
counselling before the court case got under way. I know we dont 
think it did us much good, but let’s face it, we might have been 
complete basket cases without it! 

‘What was the motivation for you, Joyce, in making us go to 
counselling?’ June asks. ‘Neither Paula nor I would ever have got 
round to organising it, and we only went because of you, so what 
was that about?’ 

I suppose it was Oprah really, and the people she had on talking 


about their own experiences and how they have managed to come 
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to terms with abuse, and I figured we needed some help with that. 
And then do you remember that TV programme we saw, years ago, 
where they showed this woman who had been abused by her father, 
and the programme followed her going back to the family home, 
and then spitting on her father’s grave? That was the first time we 
ever really began to think about the possibility of getting help with 
our abuse issues. Up until then, I didn't know where to start, where 
to look for help, but the number for the Rape Crisis Centre came up 
at the end of the programme, so I rang and put our names on their 
list. When I explained to them that we had the court case coming 
up, they did what they could to help get us in, because they knew we 
would need support to get us through that.’ 

‘Well, they were right about that! We needed help, thats for sure, 
because we all had such different things going on,’ says Paula. ‘I was 
so angry; it was eating me up, whereas you two were feeling guilty 
about it, which I just didnt get. So we certainly needed support, but 
I dont know that counselling was necessarily what we needed at 
the time. In a strange way, I never really felt that the people at the 
Centre understood me.’ She starts clearing away the papers on the 
table, making room for the tea, stacking their work into an ordered 
pile. 

I know what you mean,’ says June. Anyone who has experienced 
abuse needs support, and it was great to have a place to talk, 
especially when we were preparing for the court case. But what 
kind of support you need depends on the individual. We all heal in 
different ways and need different things, which is inevitable because 
were different people. I mean, look at us: three sisters, all abused 
in the same family by the same man, but how we've dealt with it 
and how it affected each of us is so different. But I'm not sure the 
counsellors recognised that. They didn't seem to consider what might 
suit each of us best, but simply slotted us into what was available. 
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Group work was great for me, but, Paula, you hated it, didn't you?’ 
| ‘OA, yeah,’ Paula says emphatically. T used to break into a sweat 
: Just going up the stairs for those sessions. I didn’t speak for months, 
but no one ever asked me if the form of counselling was the problem, 
_ or suggested trying something different.’ 

‘People we were in counselling with were so raw,’ says Joyce, 
sighing deeply. “They held nothing back, and that made me feel 
completely inadequate. I didn't like the group work either because 
of that. I couldn't stop myself comparing my pain with theirs, my 
progress with how they were doing, so it just didn’t work for me. It 
didnt ‘feel safe. But the one to one work was great; I really did get 
a lot out of that.’ 

I felt like that about the groups too,’ says Paula. ‘I thought, here is 
yet another place where I have underachieved and I minimised my 
own experience, because everyone else's story seemed so much worse.’ 

‘That wasn't how I experienced it at all,’ says June. T actually 
felt relieved to discover that I wasn't the only person with all this 
terrible stuff to carry around with me, and the bond I felt with 
people after sharing at such a deep level, that was great healing for 
me.” 

“That's the difference for you, June. You did share, Paula nods to 
her sister. I just didn't do that in the group sessions.’ 

It's not just the method, but different personalities will suit 
different people too,’ June adds. ‘We all look for different qualities 
in people and that must have an impact on your relationship with 
your counsellor. It’s really important that people recognise theyre 
entitled to be fussy, that they should keep looking till they find the 
right person. You're going to disclose your most intimate secrets to 
your counsellor, so why would you do that with the first one you 
meet? The relationship needs to be respectful. We never knew we 
had a choice about what we participated in, that we had the option 


175 


of refusing to take part. Feeling you aren't in control 1s so typical of 
a victim of abuse that they need to really emphasise the importance 
of taking control. You really must surround yourself with people 
who care about you, and will be honest with you, don’t you?’ 

I didn't always want honesty, I have to say, says Paula. ‘I found 
that hard; it was challenging, even though I actually did have trust 
in my counsellor eventually. It just took a long time.’ 

T built up a good relationship with my counsellor,’ says Joyce, and 
she considered me one of her top students! I was prepared to do 
whatever I was instructed to do without question. I believed she 
knew best. I did whatever I was told and didnt understand why 
I wasn't getting better. I thought if I conformed, did everything I 
was told, I would be OK. I didn't understand that ticking the boxes 
wont do it, that you have to get beyond the hurt and learn to live 
with it. I gave myself over to counselling completely. I wouldn't do 
that now. I would take more responsibility; I think that’s probably 
what was missing for me, why I took so long to feel any change. I 
thought counselling was something they did to me, not something I 
did for myself. 

I dont think they really understood how much growing up we 
still had to do,’ continues Joyce, pouring the tea and putting out 
biscuits on the table. ‘Counsellors don’t always recognise how much 
of the child is still with you, and they expect you to make rational 
decisions, to think logically, to act like an adult, but I wasn’t able 
to do that for years.’ 

‘Some of us are still trying to get there!’ Paula says with a laugh. 

Jaysus, tell me about it!’ June lights her cigarette, ‘You're not 
capable of making decisions or questioning things you don’t agree 
with. Thats what I meant about needing to be told you can make 
choices. We just didn’t know that.’ 

“They treat you like an adult, but when you don’t have the 
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vocabulary, or understand your own feelings, the counselling just 
doesn't make sense,’ continues Paula. ‘I went out and bought all 
the books, and read everything I could get my hands on, thinking 
I would find myself in a book somewhere. But I couldn't because 
I didnt recognise myself. I needed a different way to connect my 
behaviour and the past. ‘The life coaching worked for me because 
you didnt have to relive an emotion to understand it, whereas the 
counsellor insisted you had to go back there. When you think about 
it, and what we observed, girls screaming and wailing, thrashing 
around, and listening to all these horror stories, why would you 
want to do that? How could that be a good thing for you? Coaching 
is about identifying your own responsibilities, and finding solutions. 
That just makes more sense to me.’ 

‘Whereas counselling is about dredging up all your crap and 
feeling the pain,’ June says. “Take it out, look at it, and then its 
sorted. Bollox! : 

The sisters laugh for a moment, as they reflect on the journeys they 
have taken. ‘The years of counselling seem such a long time ago for 
them now. 

‘Remember how we used to shut down?’ June asks. ‘We all did that, 
didn't we? I remember being able to describe myself standing behind 
him when he was doing it. It was like an out-of-body experience: 
the real me used to just leave and watch, dispassionately. It was like 
making yourself dead on the inside, so I wouldn't have to deal with 
it. Now I know it’s like the spirit leaving the body.’ 

Paula says, I felt it was like a shutter coming down, that’s how 
I protected myself. I went inside, not out. I think thats part of my 
problem. Maybe I would have been better if I had gone outside.’ 

“That was the really hard bit of counselling,’ says Joyce, ‘because 
we had to bring those two people together. That dirty bitch back 


there was someone else, but in counselling I had to recognise that it 
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was me, the same person. I used to come out of counselling feeling 
like I had no skin, I was so raw. They strip you back, expose you, but 
somehow don't put you back together again to get on with your life.’ 

T felt like a foreigner leaving a session,’ says June, struck by her 
sister's analogy. ‘I didn't know how to function, I would forget where 
I was, how to get home, mad stuff. It’s so hard to manage everyday 
life when you start unravelling all these emotions, and then you 
cant stop it either, it just runs through your fingers, you cant hold 
it. Some of those sessions should have been residential; you shouldn't 
be expected to walk back to your life and just pick it up where you 
left off: They didnt give you the tools to cope, did they? Now I think 
about it, there were some real gaps in what we went through. I 
think they were making it up as they went along, to be honest. It 
was new to all of them, and I think they were all struggling to find 
a way that might work, or at least wouldn't do any harm.’ 

‘Well, I never got how embarrassing myself in front of a room of 
strangers was going to help me, so I just wouldn't do it,’ says Paula 
angrily. “That was verging on harmful, wasn't it? What they made 
you do, June, “Look at me”. For fuck’s sake! And I'm not even going 
to go there with you and your “get your kit off” session, Joyce! 

There are more giggles, and Joyce shakes her head, laughing at the 
memory of stripping off. I know. What feckin eejits we were!’ 

I did it because I wanted to belong,’ says June earnestly. ‘But it 
was wrong; some of the things we did were never going to help.’ 

Looking back now, youd wonder how could you integrate 
anything, or have time to reflect, when we were having two 
and three sessions every week?’ says Joyce. ‘We became dependent 
on the sessions too; I know I got to the point where I thought I 
couldnt manage without them. And some of that was to do with 
our expectations. We didnt realise that healing and counselling are 
slow. We all went into it thinking we would be fixed quickly, that 
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there was some miracle cure.’ 

I suppose it was a long time ago,’ says Paula. “They didn't really 
know what they were doing themselves, did they? Sexual abuse 
was only beginning to be discussed and dealt with openly, and I 
think the counsellors were as unsure as we were. But things have 
moved on, thank God. It would be different now.’ . 

‘Do you know how I first realised that I wasn't going to be “cured” 


ina session? asks June. ‘Oprah! She was able to explain what those 


counsellors never got me to understand, that all the counselling in 
the world will never make the abuse go away, that it can never be 


undone, but I can learn to live with it, that I don’t have to allow 
it to define me.’ 

‘Oh, you're so right. She inspired us all,’ says Joyce. ‘Her honesty, 
sharing her struggles, being so open about not being perfect. Louise 
Hay’s books made it all so simple, too easy. Oprah made it real.’ 

‘When she talks about her weight issues, I’m sure every woman 
in the country recognises her insecurities; shes amazing,’ says June. 
And she doesn’t try to sell a new diet or exercise DVD; she always 
says it’s about resolving the internal issues.’ 

‘Mind you,’ says Joyce, ‘she’s also the reason why I think the three 
of us are well and truly fucked! I mean, if she cant sort herself, with 
all her money and support, what chance have we got?’ 

‘Education has been as much a part of our healing as counselling 
though, hasn't it?’ says June, lighting a fag. 

‘God, yeah,’ agrees Joyce. I started because of the kids. The first 
course I ever did was that Beginners Irish, remember, June? 
We both had our kids in the Irish school, but hadn't a word of it 
ourselves, so I figured the only way I'm going to be able to help them 
is by learning the language too. And then we took the car mechanics 
course, thinking wed save a load of money if those fellas couldnt 


rip us off!’ 
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‘So how did that plan go, then?’ laughs Paula. 

‘My interest was always in personal development and healing,’ 
says June. ‘I was constantly looking for an answer, reading every 
self-help book I could find, and spending years doing all kinds of 
courses, thinking I would find myself in them. I think I was hoping 
someone would give me the answers, tell me how to live my life. It 
was a search for happiness; it’s that basic really. : 

And yet, when we took on serious courses, like the reflexology 
and holistic healing, Paula, your degree, despite all our hard work, 
and the fact that we always did so well in the exams, it never 
meant anything to us,’ reflects Joyce. ‘We never believed it was our 
achievement. I didn't realise how that was a common experience 

for all of us until we wrote about it, but we have all struggled to 
accept success.’ 

In fairness, we learned by rote, the way we did at school,’ says 
Paula. ‘I loved preparing our study groups, listing the topics likely 
to come up, doing all that preparation.’ 

And you were great at it,’ interrupts June. ‘Wed never have got 
through it without your wicrkens and the hours you put into 
that.’ 

‘But it wasn't real learning,’ explains Paula. ‘We didn’t learn to 
develop an understanding; we learned to pass the exams. It took me 
a long time to understand the difference between those two things.’ 

‘Yet having a career, a profession, is important to us, so youd 
think we would have approached studying di a wouldn't 
you?’ asks Joyce. 

I know that the time I went to the States on holiday,’ says Paula, 
and was able to fill in reflexologist’ on the card, beside the question 
about profession, I was so excited. I really thought I'd made it. But 
that feeling didn't last because I didn't believe in myself. I didn't 

feel Id earned it.’ 
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“That s.the fundamental problem, isn’t it?’ says June. ‘We still doubt 
ourselves so much. We have never really shaken that childhood belief 
that we're stupid, that we don’t belong, that we're not good enough. 
We all strive for perfection, especially you, Paula. Even though we 
have big ideas and, Joyce, you think you can change the world.’ 

I can! Just give me time!’ laughs Joyce. 

But alongside that optimism are our self-doubts and our r default 


| position: that were stupid, it’s our ‘fault — we are all getting better, 


there's no question about it, but we still go back there more readily 
than we should.’ 

Do you think you ever get over abuse? Is it possible to ever 
completely recover?’ asks Paula, very sombre now. She avoids 
looking at her sisters as she reaches for the cigarettes. This is a 
question she has managed not to ask for a very long time. 

I think there is something in your core which will always 
be damaged,’ says Joyce. It’s like the building blocks were never 
put in place. We were so young, I think we didn't reach all our 
developmental milestones, emotionally, you know? But I don't feel 
as messed up by the abuse now as I have done in the past. I dont 
consider myself a victim all the time now. That's just one part of me, 
but, it’s like June said, it doesn’t have to define me.’ 

I suppose I went into counselling thinking there was a cure, ’ says 
Paula, ‘that some day I would wake up and it would all be gone — 
the pain, the hurt, the mistrust. But now I don’t know that you ever 
truly recover; I think you can make the best of what you've got, but 
the most you can hope for is that you live a better life than before.’ 

Jaysus, Paula, thats a very depressing view,’ says June, 
uncharacteristically sharp. I’m not being naive, but I think that’s 
really sad if you believe that’s all you can hope for. And it’s not true; 
you've made amazing progress in the past couple of years. Look at 
how you've managed all the changes at work, and taken on a front 
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of house role that you would have hated before. Youd never have 
done that a few years ago. And you manage conflict so much better 
now. You don't run away and disappear from us every time there's 
a tiff, like you used to.’ . 

“That's only because I have to see you both at work; it’s not out of 
choice!’ 

‘But the fact is, you do it.’ June is determined to challenge what 
she sees as her sister’s negativity. And you've said yourself many 
times how the coaching course has helped you to take responsibility, 
and by God you needed that love!’ 

And we've got to know you,’ says Joyce. ‘For the first time, I feel 
like I actually know you, that you're part of my life. We never had 
that until we started writing this book, and we shouldn't take that 

for granted. It’s a blessing.’ 

‘Youre right,’ acknowledges Paula. “That's all true. And of course 
I know I have made progress, and I do believe now that I can make 
my own choices, that I don’t have to be a victim. But fear still stops 
me. I am terrified of revisiting those feelings of being stupid, being 
left out or laughed at. That is such a barrier for me.’ 

T think a lot of what we do is done out of fear,’ says Joyce. ‘Fear 
and self-doubt. I can't even take a compliment. My tutor on this 
degree course told me the other day that I am almost top of the class, 
but I dismissed it and just wanted to talk about what I need to do 
to improve. See, conformity again! Just give me the boxes and I'll 
tick them!’ 

I read back through the book last weekend,’ says Paula, leafing 
through the ever-growing manuscript on the table. ‘I thought that, 
by now, with all the work we've put into it, I would be proud of it, 
that I would like myself. But I was gutted when I read it because I 
don't like myself. I'm so angry in it. I was really shocked by that. That’s 
why I had a meltdown when we finished the first draft. I thought the 
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writing would help the healing, but I still don’t like myself.’ 

Paula looks down at her lap and heaves a deep sob. Her face is 
flushed and the tears are suddenly streaming down her face. Joyce 
and June look at each other, their eyebrows raised. They hadn't seen 
this coming. 

‘We all had high expectations of what the book would do for us,’ 
says Joyce gently. ‘We all thought we would be healed through the 
writing, and there has been some of that. Revisiting the abuse isn't 
nearly so painful now as it was a few years ago. But none of us is 
where we want to be, that’s for sure.’ 

I cant believe we're so close to finishing the book.’ says June. 
Every time we've worked on it, I’ve been left feeling heavy, tired, 
grieving almost. And that hasnt really gone away; I thought it 
would, that it would somehow be purged through the writing. So I 
am disappointed by that, but I realise I was probably unrealistic in 
my expectations. And also, I know that finishing writing the book 
isnt the end, it’s the start of a new phase. And that’s exciting.’ 

‘We all resist accepting that we've done something amazing,’ says 
Joyce. ‘We're great at affirming others, encouraging people, giving 
advice, but we all struggle to believe we've done something good 
here, to take ownership of it. That's part of why our expectations 
arent being met, because there is a part of us that won't accept that 
we've done what we set out to do. And that’s because we still have 
such confusion about taking responsibility.’ 

But there’s a contradiction, isn't there?’ suggests June. ‘I know 
exactly what you mean about us having difficulty taking ownership, 
but, on the other hand, we all believe we can change the world; 
we can do anything. Some of the things you do at work, Joyce, are 
incredible; you always think on such a grand scale, nothing is too 
much for you. And I love that about us, that we're dreamers, that 
we believe anything is possible.’ 
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‘No wonder we were in counselling for so many years,’ says Paula, 
trying to smile through her swollen eyes. ‘We're a right mess, arent 
we? I'll really miss the process, the time together.’ Paula catches 
her breath several times as she struggles to hold down her tears 
before she can continue. Her sisters wait patiently, and eventually 
she smiles at them, a mischievous look on her face. ‘But I tell you 
what I won't miss. I won't miss being asked to explain every fuckin 
emotion, every behaviour. Jaysus, if I get asked one more time, 
“What are you feeling now?”!’ 

‘Well, you know what,’ says Joyce, reaching across the table, taking 
a hand of each of her sisters, ‘this book may not have cured us, and 
it will probably never make us rich, but it has given us so much 
special time together. ‘This is what I'll grieve for when we finish 
writing. ‘These times when we talk about real things, when we are 
honest, challenging, raw, yet safe. It’s such hard work, but it’s been 
necessary, not just for the book, but to strengthen the bond between 
us, the connection we have with each other. And I will always be 


grateful for that.’ 
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Chapter 6: Justice 


24 May 1990 


The family arrives at the Circuit Court together. Not a word is 
spoken as they jostle for a spot in the packed lobby. It’s a big 
group, with the four sisters, their mother, brother Kevin and 
June’s partner, Eamonn. They are pinned up against the wall, 
all anxiously trying to avoid being split up, trying to hang on to 
one another without looking desperate. The building and level of 
activity is much more intimidating than Kilmainham Court and 
they are unprepared for the fear they each feel. Close by, a garda is 
handcuffed to a man who is staring at the ground, while the lobby 
is full of groups of people huddled together whispering. 

‘The siblings see their father walk in and there is a collective 
gasp as they notice his dirty T-shirt and his unkempt white 
hair. He is wearing a newly grown beard. 

‘He looks a bit like David Attenborough,’ June whispers 
nervously. 

Their father is holding a plastic bag with butter, bread and tea 
bags clearly visible. 

‘Look at his groceries,’ Paula says. ‘He obviously knows he’ll 
be going home today. This is a sham.’ 
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He spots the family and nonchalantly nods in their direction. | 
June decides to stare him down, but can’t hold his returned 
gaze and is gutted when she has to turn away. A man from 
the barrister’s office approaches the group and asks those who 
have made a statement to follow him. Walking down a long 
corridor, the four sisters are brought into a room at the back of 
the courthouse with nothing in it but a large table and some 
chairs. Their barrister is seated at the top of the table and the 
man who escorted the women joins him there as the barrister 
begins to talk through the papers in front of him. The women 
are invited to sit, feeling like school children who've been called 
in for a telling-off from the headmaster. He avoids any eye 
contact and remains focused on the documents as he informs 
them that the case is likely to be heard today. He constantly 
clears his throat as he flicks through the pages, and mutters to 
his colleague, who listens intently and makes notes in his book. 

“Your statements will be read out, as well as your father’s, but 
since he has pleaded guilty on the basis of your statements, 
there will be no need for any of you to be called as witnesses.’ 

Joyce lets out a gasp, and he glances up. 

‘How has he had access to our statements and yet we have 
never seen his?’ Joyce asks, incredulous that their father has the 
upper hand, even at this eleventh hour. 

‘The barrister looks shocked and a bit rattled, but he gathers 
himself quickly. “Would you like to see your father’s statement 
now? And maybe review your own, given that it’s over a year 
since you made them?’ 

The sisters exchange glances, aurpaneds at being given the 
choice and, without a word, nod. Copies of the statements are 
passed around the table and the sisters read them. The room 
is quiet, the pages crackling with each turn. Soon, the sound 
of sobbing fills the room as June and Joyce and Pamela sniff 
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and wipe away tears, shaking their heads as they read the 
documents. 

‘Not only did he know us, understand us, but he used our 
different personalities to describe how we coped with the 
abuse.’ says Joyce. 

‘I know,’ June says. ‘I can't believe he knew us so well. It’s 
worse than that, it’s the fact that he used that insight to shape 
how he abused each of us.’ 

‘But look at how he’s admitted only to the things we said. 
He hasn't said anything more than what we described. He just 
agreed with our statements which indicate that his statement 
was made after he'd read ours,’ says Paula with a mixture of 
sadness, confusion and anger. 

The barrister waits a few moments before explaining the 
likely outcome of the day. 

‘Because your father is now sixty-nine, it is highly unlikely 
that he will receive a custodial sentence.’ 

“Where will he go? What will he do if he doesn't get a 
custododial sentence? Paula asks, panic-stricken at the 
possibility of him returning home. 

“You should not think he’s getting away with anything. Just 
because he isn't getting a custodial sentence doesn’t mean he 
will be free.’ 

‘But how is that justice?’ says Paula. ‘Of course he’ll be free if 
he doesn’t go to prison. What if he does it again?” 

The sisters talk over each other, demanding answers, 
questioning what the whole point has been, wondering why 
they have bothered putting themselves through this past 
year. The barrister ignores them and simply explains that 
their father will more than likely be placed on probation. He 
excuses himself, offering the women the room for five minutes 
to compose themselves. 
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Back in the lobby, the sisters explain to the rest of the family — 
what they believe to be a fundamentally unfair system. The 
shared sense of disgust is heightened as they divulge the 
barrister’s expectations of the outcome. Their mother mutters, 
‘Bastard! The dirty bastard! The family are still startled by 
her uncharacteristic outbursts in relation to her husband, and 
the sisters giggle as they catch each other’s eye, noting their 
mother’s increasing use of bad language. 

‘He’s got the upper hand again,’ Paula mutters through 
gritted teeth. 

The mood is dark, crushed, as the family members consider 
their place in the slowly unfolding legal process. There is an 
air of defeat as they talk in hushed tones, muttering about 
the inequity of their treatment. Paula shifts from foot to foot, 
desperate for a cigarette but afraid to move in case they are 
called. Inspector Mick Carolan approaches the group, the 
frown on his face indicating further problems. He takes Joyce 
to one side and they have a short, whispered conversation 
before he nods to them all and leaves. 

“What did he say?’ 

‘We can't all go into the courtroom. There are too many of 
us.’ Joyce can't look her siblings in the eye as she imparts this 
devastating news. 

“What? I don’t understand. We can't all go in?’ June’s eyes are 
full of painful tears, and she clutches her cramping stomach as 
she looks about the group, trying to make sense of the news. 

“What are we supposed to do? Draw straws?’ Paula holds her 
head in her hands and closes her eyes, trying to shut it all out. 
They can’t exclude them now, not here, not today, not after all 
they have been through. 

“Mick’s gone to see what he can do,’ says Joyce quietly. “We 
just have to wait and see what he says.’ 
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June hugs her mother and holds her tight, each crying gently, 
and the men shift uncomfortably, looking at the floor, as the 
family stands, broken, an oasis of silence in the thronged lobby. 
The minutes slip by painfully slowly. They take turns going 
for a smoke, and someone finds Ma a chair. There is no 
conversation, no chatter, just a collective sadness. 

_ Eventually, the big doors open to the courtroom and a man in 

-a gown calls out ‘DPP versus Kavanagh.’ The siblings, partners 

and their mother all move towards the door to enter, several 

of them holding hands, anxiously trying to avoid drawing any 
attention to themselves in case they are refused entry. They 
find an empty row of seats near the back of the courtroom and 
sit silently, taking in the walls lined with gardai who have been 
involved in the case. Joyce, June and their mother cry quietly 
and clutch each other’s hands. Emotions are high as they now 
contemplate their statements being read out in this packed 
room. 

June is distraught as the reality of the hearing becomes 
tangible for her. ‘Joyce, I don't think I can bear it. They'll all 
hear what he did. They'll know it was us.’ 

‘Shush,’ says Joyce gently, rubbing her sister’s arm. ‘It’s OK. 
It’s what we’ve been waiting for.’ 

Eamonn puts his arm around June, and gradually her 
breathing steadies, until they see their father enter the court, 
the bag of groceries dangling from his arm. He looks around 
the room apparently deciding where to sit, then walks over 
and sits himself in the row opposite the family. There is an 
audible gasp as he sits within touching distance, and the sisters 
squeeze themselves as far back into their seats as they can, 
trying to put some distance between them and their abuser. 

The judge enters and everyone stands. Paula uses the noise 
of the movement as an opportunity to ask June why there are 
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reporters in the court. ‘I thought it was supposed to be private. 
You know, in camera?’ | 

June shrugs. She doesn’t understand either, but the presence 
of the journalists is nothing compared to the impact of her 
father being able to sit wherever he likes. 

Paula looks up and down the row, hoping to catch someone’s ° 
eye who might explain what is going on, but all eyes are cast 
down, shoulders are hunched, and some of her family have 
their eyes closed. The press of bodies in the tightly packed 
room means that they are all warm and uncomfortable, yet 
each is alone in their confusion. 

The barrister stands to speak, and there is an immediate 
shuffling in the seats as everyone sits upright to get a good 
look at him. The family lean forward, straining to catch every 
word. It’s hard to hear, and even when they are able to do so, the 
legal jargon is incomprehensible, and they look at each other, 
perplexed, disappointed, frustrated. Paula sits back heavily in 
the seat, despondent at not being able to follow the proceedings, 
but Joyce and June remain on the edge of their seats, determined 
to hear everything that’s said, even if they don't understand it all. 

After a number of minutes, the barrister starts to read out 
Joyce’s statement, but he gets through only the first few lines 
when their father jumps up in his seat, waving his arms in the 
air and shouting, ‘Stop, stop, stop! I pleaded guilty, what more 
do you want? 

‘It’s a pity you didn’t stop all those years ago,’ Ma shouts. 

Everything goes quiet for a moment as the barristers at the 
top of the room look at each other, deciding what to do. The 
barrister begins reading the statement again, but the judge 
interrupts, waving his hand, saying that he will consider the 
statements in chambers. 

The family look up and down the row at each other, at the 
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barrister, over at the gardai, seeking out Inspector Carolan, 
desperately looking for someone who will explain what’s 
happening. 

Their father’s barrister steps up in front of the judge. There is 
more technical language and then a priest is called up to the 
witness stand. 

“This is a joke,’ Paula spits quietly. ‘He’s the fella Da is supposed 
to have gone to for that spirtual guidance programme.’ 

June whispers back, ‘I know. Do you think he asked forgiveness 
from him? That would show he was sorry, wouldn't it?” 

Paula's withering look leaves June clutching her stomach again 
and wondering why she keeps trying to forgive her abuser. 
Eamonn softly rubs her hand as she wipes away more tears. 

‘Father, can you please tell the court of Mr Kavanagh's 
participation in your programme?’ their father’s barrister asks. 

“Well, he turns up regularly,’ the priest responds in a flat, dull 
tone. ‘He is an old man and is very worried that he is going 
to hell as a result of his deeds. He shows shame, and keeps 
referring to a quote from the Bible which states that if you 
harm a child, you may as well go into the middle of a lake 
and tie a stone around your neck.’ The priest’s tone is cynical 
and suspicious. He clearly doesn’t believe that forgiveness has 
genuinely been sought. 

“That’s great!’ Joyce whispers to her mother. “The priest’s no 
fool, and didn’t fall for the old fella’s games.’ Her mother rubs 
her hand back. 

The barrister calls Inspector Mick Carolan up next, and there is 
consternation in the row as they look about, trying to understand 
why he is being called by their father’s defence counsel. 

‘I can't believe this.’ Joyce is wiping her sweating hands with a 
damp tissue. ‘He’s a policeman, for God’s sake. He’s supposed 
to be helping us.’ 
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‘Sshh,’ their mother hisses. She is terrified that all the talking 
will get them thrown out of the courtroom, and doesn’t seem to 
have noticed that everyone is talking throughout the hearing. 

The inspector starts to give his statement, so everyone leans 
forward, listening intently. 

‘Mr Kavanagh came into the station of his own free will and 
simply rattled off his statement, constantly talking about how 
he is haunted by the terrible deeds he has committed.’ The 
inspector's responses are brusque, and he is clearly unhappy 
about being called to the stand. The barrister eventually gives 
up in frustration. 

‘Good man, Mick!’ Joyce is whispering as the inspector steps 
down from the stand. Even Paula has to restrain herself from 
giving him a round of applause as he looks to the back of the 
room and catches the eyes of the entire family. 

There is an excitement in the room now. Spirits have lifted 
with a feeling that this process might prove to be an honest 
one after all. The siblings exchange glances, when suddenly 
they are all thrown by a question from the judge. 

“Would anyone from the family like to speak?’ 

The courtroom is silent. Everyone looks at the family, who 
stare back at the judge, shocked, unable to answer. 

‘Do you want to get up and speak?” 

‘No, do you?” 

‘T can't.’ 

‘Neither can I.’ 

‘They are all terrified and shocked because, up to now they 
felt lucky to be allowed into the room. The judge’s request has 
confirmed that he is aware of their presence. 

“Why didn't we prepare for this? Typical. We’re so stupid.’ 

“We can't let this opportunity pass.’ 

T’ll do it,’ Joyce says. 
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‘The relief in everyone is evident as Joyce gets up to take the 
stand. She is shaking and has to pass her father on the way, but 
she keeps looking straight ahead at the judge. 

“Tell me a bit about your father. What kind of man was he?’ 

‘He was never a good father. He was never nice to us and in 
the statements it says that the abuse started at age seven or 
eight but in fact it began much earlier than that.’ Her voice 
is trembling but she continues. ‘He took away our childhood. 
Even at Christmas, he would buy lots of toys but then he didn’t 
allow us to make any noise or play with them. We were always 
afraid of him.’ Joyce’s voice falters and stops. She looks at the 
judge, uncertain whether she should continue or not. 

‘Have you any questions?’ the judge asks, but the barrister 
shakes his head and remains focused on the bench in front of 
him. 

The judge thanks Joyce and tells her she can stand down. 
Joyce is disappointed that it has ended so suddenly. There was 
so much more to say, but she steps down and joins the others. 
The room is informed that there will be a break for lunch, and 
the family walks out together, feeling dazed and numb. 

In the pub across the road, everyone tells Joyce how brave she 
is, how proud of her they are. 

‘Tm raging now I didn’ get up too,’ says June. 

‘Me too. Fucking coward! Paula gulps back a glass of lager, 
furious with herself. 

‘You might get another chance,’ Joyce consoles. ‘It’s not over 
yet.’ 

Lunch is a tense, nervous hour interspersed with long silences 
as the family comtemplate the possible outcomes, the impact of 
the judge’s decision and the power he has over their lives. They 
hurry the food leaving most of it behind and return to court 
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determined to get central seats to reflect their place in the 
drama. 

As they settle themselves on the hard bench, the family are 
informed that the hearing is over and that the judge is about to 
pass sentence. June and Paula feel a mixture of disappointment 
and relief that they will not, in fact, have the opportunity to 
speak. 

The judge and barristers talk in legal terms and none of the 
family understands any of what they say. Then suddenly there 
are cheers from the gardai around the room. The atmosphere is 
charged; it’s electric. The sisters jump up, still not understanding 
the proceedings, but knowing that something significant has 
taken place. 

‘What’s happening?’ June asks over the noise that has now 
engulfed the room. 

‘I don't know,’ says Paula, stretching to see over the people in 
front. Everyone is standing now. 

‘It’s over; it’s over!’ Joyce says. 

“What do you mean?’ 

“‘He’s going to prison, and it’s over.’ 

Everyone is hugging, crying, laughing, still confused but 
knowing that a sentence has been given. The family is elated, 
vindicated. 

‘See, they were on our side all along! shouts Joyce over the 
noise as she grabs Paula and hugs her. 

‘I can’t believe it. We fuckin did it. They’re locking him up!’ 
Paula jumps up and down, still holding Joyce, and pulling June 
into the embrace. 

Eamonn joins the hug and strokes June’s hair, whispering 
into her ear, ‘I’m so proud of you, love. You did it.’ Even their 
mother is laughing, caught up in the excitement. 

‘The room is beginning to quieten as the journalists rush out 
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to submit their articles in time for the evening editions. It’s 
quiet enough now to hear their father as he shouts over at his 
barrister, ‘Do you call that justice? You're fuckin sacked!’ He 
looks at his wife, his son, and his four daughters as the gardai 
put him in handcuffs. He shouts over to them as he is walked 
out by a garda. 

“Well, are you fuckin happy now?’ 

“Yes we are,’ Eamonn retorts. 

‘They all laugh with glee, the adrenalin pumping through the 
room. 

Joyce goes over to talk to the barrister as he is packing up his 
papers. 

‘Seven counts of seven years to run concurrently because of 
his age,’ Joyce explains. 

“What does that mean?’ asks June. 

“That he’ll be locked up for a good few years!’ 

The group leaves the court together, feeling that finally their 
hurt has been heard. Linking arms, they cross the road to the 
pub, a very different group from the one that had sat there so 
despondently just a few hours earlier. 

‘Right, ladies, pints all round? Eamonn and Kevin say as they 
head to the bar. The family settle into the snug and light up fags. 

‘Jaysus, can you believe it’s over? It’s incredible, isn’t it? Seven 
years!’ Joyce hugs her mother, who is smiling but drawn. 

They all clink glasses, make toasts, shed tears, laugh and 
congratulate each other. ‘It’s like we've won the Lotto, and are 
holding a wake, all at the same time,’ June laughs as she takes 
the pint of lager being handed to her. 

“We have to remember this feeling,’ Joyce says. “We'll never 
get this feeling again. Finally, someone believed us. They saw 
through him for the lying bastard he is.’ 

“You were so brave, Joyce, getting up to speak,’ June says. ‘I’m 
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raging now I didn’t get up too. I wish we could have said more 
about how bad it was. They didn’t get the full picture.’ 

“Yeah, I should have got up too,’ says Paula. ‘I wanted to say 
what a bastard he is. He didn’t just abuse us; he was a horrible 
fucker to everyone.’ 

‘Ma, you were great, shouting out in the court like that,’ says 
June. ‘I was terrified. I couldn't move.’ 

‘And what about him sitting beside us?’ says Kevin indignantly. 
‘I never thought it would be like that. I couldn't believe they'd 
let him sit so close to us.’ 

‘I know. It’s not like that in the movies, is it? It was really 
intimidating,’ says June. ‘I was so determined to stare him out, 
but I couldn't. I’m so weak.’ She is crying, her mood suddenly 
changed from jubilation to sorrow. “Even though he deserves 
it, I hate the idea of him suffering. I feel terrible thinking about 
him being battered in prison; you know what they say happens 
to people who get locked up for doing things to children. I 
really believed he’s sorry. He must be frightened, don’t you 
think? He has to be worried and scared that he won't be able 
to cope. I know I shouldn't be concerned about him, but I 
couldn't help feeling that I didn’t want him to be hurt.’ 

‘What?’ Paula says scornfully. ‘Are you for real?’ 

“That’s how I was feeling,’ says June, ‘right up to the time he 
caused a scene in the courtroom, sacking his barrister, and then 
asking if we are all happy — that settled it for me. It’s obvious 
he was still only thinking of himself, so at that point I just 
thought, fuck him.’ : 

‘We're amazing. Stop thinking about him, and enjoy the 
moment.’ Glasses are clinked, cigarettes smoked and hugs 
shared as the group revists every moment of the day. ‘Mind 
you, it was horrible in there, wasn't it?’ Paula is quiet, reflective. 
“When we read his statements and saw how he had described 
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us and our personalities, that he actually knew us, that was 
really shocking. It never crossed my mind that he knew who 
I was or had worked out anything about how I had behaved. 
Remember he mentioned the fact that I couldn't get out of 
the house quick enough? I can't believe he knew that about 
me.’ Paula shakes her head, clearly disturbed by the revelation. 
‘I feel like I have to re-evaluate everything I knew about the 
man. He’s not who I thought he was, this distant, remote 
power, who doesn’t actually think about me and who I am. I 
don't know if it’s better or worse to find that out about him.’ 

“Yeah, I was shocked too,’ says Joyce. ‘He got how we're 
different from each other. He understood us and what makes 
us tick. I didn’t expect that.’ 

‘It’s kind of sickening; it brings it all to a different level,’ June 
adds. “The fact that he knew us so well, it makes the abuse go 
deeper somehow, doesn't it? Maybe that’s how he was able to 
do what he did. He could manipulate us because he knew us 
so well. We never gave him credit for that.’ 

‘I wanted him to pay,’ Paula says. “Pay for all the hurt and pain 
he caused for so many years, but I didn’t want them to read out 
my statement. I still feel ashamed. I didn’t want to hear what 
he did to me read out loud in a room full of strangers.’ 

‘Me neither,’ says Joyce. ‘At least the bastard got that right, 
stopping them being read out. The shame of it.’ 

‘Come on, girls,’ says Kevin. “Drink up. We're celebrating, not 
in mourning!’ More drinks land on the table and the mood 
lifts but inevitably stories begin to emerge about their father. 

‘Do you remember the cartoons he used to make?’ Kevin 
says. ‘In fairness, he was very creative. What about that time he 
made a whole village out of cardboard? He had these drawings 
of a whole town, with all the streets, and he made little model 
houses and people, and he was going to film a cartoon with it. 
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He spent hours taking a photo, then moving something for the 
next photo.’ 

‘And then I came in and moved it all! laughs Paula. ‘I didn’t 
know this was part of some master plan. As far as 1 was 
concerned, it was just his usual shite. He went fuckin bananas.’ 

‘And he was convinced he'd invented wooden clogs, the ones 
they wear in Holland, wasn’t he, Ma?’ June says. ‘He said you'd 
stopped him from making a fortune cause you reckoned they 
would never catch on, and how he then heard that some other 
fella had made a shitload of money from his idea.’ 

Their mother laughs with them, and sips her gin and tonic, 
happy to watch her children having fun for the first time in so 
long. 

‘What about the time we all got shocks from the sewing 
machines because he forgot to earth them?’ 

‘Or when he had a cold and he’d cut an onion in half, strap it 
under his nose, and lie on the couch for the day.’ 

‘Jaysus, as if he didn’t smell bad enough!’ 

‘Kevin, tell us about the time he went with you to the bank,’ 
June asks, wiping away the laughter from her eyes. 

‘Ah, that was some day,’ says Kevin, recalling the meeting they 
had with the bank manager. ‘I did my best to get out of the house 
without him. I really didn’t want him with me. I was trying to ~ 
make a good impression, start well with the banker, you know? 
I didn't want him coming along with all his hare-brained ideas, 
messing up the meeting. Well, there was no way he was letting 
me go without him. When I saw him coming out to the car in 
his piss-stained trousers and with no teeth in, ah, Jaysus, I was 
mortified. We were late leaving, so he insisted on bringing a cup 
of coffee with him, and, as we pulled away, he spilled the coffee 
all down his front. You should have heard him. He was ranting 
all the way to the bank, calling me names, as if it was my fault! 
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‘He was amazing in some ways though, wasn’t he?’ muses 
Joyce. ‘T mean, he took crap from no one, and he was convinced 
he was always right. I know that’s what made him such a pain, 
and so arrogant, but he was ballsy with it. He really believed 
he could do anything.’ 


There is laughter around the table as the memories flow as 


_ readily as the rounds of drinks. One after another the siblings 
_ tell stories of their father’s disregard for authority, his overstated 
_ sense of self-importance, his wacky attempts at fame and fortune. 


“The stories he wrote, thinking he was going to be the next 
big thing in children’s literature.’ 

“When he bought the drum set and guitars after seeing some 
programme about the Jackson Five and he thought we could 
be the Ballyfermot version!’ 

There are howls of amusement, giggles and snorts as they outdo 
one another with their tales, all recognising the distinctiveness 
of the man they have just seen sentenced, all waiting for the 
moment when they begin to reflect on the ultimate impact of 
their father’s self-obsession. Amongst the hilarity around the 
table, there is an unspoken fear of where the conversation will 
lead them, permeating the air as thickly as the ever-increasing 
cigarette smoke. Eventually the stories begin to dwindle and 
there is a moment of silence. Glasses are swilled, cigarettes 
flicked and eyes averted. 

“When he did things like that, you know, when he had such 
a hard neck and didn’t give a fuck about anyone else, it did 
make you feel he was untouchable.’ June takes a deep breath 
before she continues, knowing she has everyone’s attention. 
“You could imagine people down in the Dublin Corporation 
offices arguing about who would have to come down to the 
house, because everyone who came to that door got run out 
of it. Remember that time I was supposed to go to the States 
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with my friend Julie and he didn’t want me to go? He reported 
the two of us to the American Embassy, saying we had no 
intention of coming back, so when Julie went in to pick up her 
visa, she was called into a room and interrogated. It was really 
frightening. I never bothered going for mine. But the point is 
that there were times when you thought he was invincible, all- 
powerful, you know? It was like there was nothing he couldn't 
do, no part of your life that he couldn't touch. And sometimes 
that felt really reassuring, but mostly it was terrifying; it was 
like there was no escape from him.’ 

The atmosphere in the snug in subdued now, contemplative. 
There is sadness as the family begins to unravel their stories 
and the threads of their mother’s and father’s influence. 

“That’s why we have such mixed feelings about him, why 
we're confused about our relationship with him,’ says Joyce 
thoughtfully. “Despite all the awful things he did to us, we were 
dependent on him for so many things. Paula, you never went 
to the States because of your fear of the unknown. He created 
that fear in us, he made sure we needed him, that’s part of how 
he managed to do what he did. I remember one time, when he 
was abusing me, he said to me that if anyone else ever did this, 
he'd kill them. And you know what I thought? I reckoned I 
was as safe as houses, because he was looking after me. That’s 
pretty fucked up, eh?’ 

June elbows Joyce discreetly, nodding to their mother, who 
is looking at her hands held tightly in her lap, sad tears gently 
trickling down her wrinkled cheeks. 

‘But he wasn't all bad, was he?’ says June, eager to shift the 
focus of their thoughts, uncomfortable with her mother’s 
obvious distress. Paula looks at June sharply, confused at this 
_ new tone, but immediately understands the strategy when 
June nods in their mother’s direction. 
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‘He was funny, you have to give him that,’ Paula manages to 
offer. ‘He gave us all a great sense of humour. It’s never a bad 
thing to be able to laugh, eh?’ 

‘And he was good to his brothers and sisters,’ Joyce adds. 
“They all came to him whenever they were in trouble, and for 
money too, isn’t that right, Ma? I know he helped them out at 
Christmas many times. They'd have really struggled if it wasn’t 
for him.’ 

‘And I know this might sound strange,’ says June slowly, 
drawing deeply on her cigarette, ‘but he gave us each other, 
and the belief in family. He did really value family life, all of 
us looking out for each other, minding each other. And I think 
we have a depth in our relationships that is powerful. I couldn't 
have got through the past few months without each of you; 
I can't even begin to imagine how it would be if I had to do 
this on my own. And in whatever way it happened, Da was 
part of what created that connection.’ June’s eyes are welling 
with emotion as she looks around the table, acknowledging 
her gratitude to her siblings with each nod and watery smile. 
Joyce squeezes her hand, and smiles back as she reaches over 
and rubs her mother’s arm. 

“We're lucky to have each other, that’s for sure. Here’s a toast 
to each and every one of us. We are brave, courageous and 
strong, and we've done an amazing thing today. I love you all,’ 
Joyce says. “To us!’ 

Glasses clink and tears are wiped away, as the family 
collectively echoes the toast. 

‘To us!’ 

Kevin goes to the bar for another round of drinks and rushes 
back waving the evening newspaper over his head. ‘Look at 
this,’ he says, holding up the front page. “Father of Evil is 
caged — daughters lives scarred for ever.” says the headline. 
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‘Jaysus,’ says June. ‘Give us a look at that.’ June glances over 
the front page and then tries to quieten the noise that has 
erupted around the table. ‘Listen to this. This is incredible. This 
is what the judge said. “This has been the most distressing, 
disturbing and upsetting case I have ever had to deal with. I 
have watched tear-filled, anguished faces of your family, and 
their anguish and distress must be minimal to what they have 
suffered in the past.” 

There is silence now, the euphoria gone, spirits deadened. 
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Chapter 7: Ma’s Story 


22010 


‘Do you think she knew?” 

The words hang thickly in the air, caught in the fog of cigarette 
smoke. 

Paula hunches over the table, pulling deeply on her cigarette, 
avoiding eye contact and wishing she hadnt voiced the question 
that has silently pervaded the sisters’ thoughts for so long. 

The ashtray brims over between the half-drunk cups of tea, as 
they each flick their cigarettes in its general direction. Another pull 
on the fag, another smoke ring in the air, another long and wistful 
sigh. 

‘She knew in the same way we all knew,’ says Joyce, straightening 
herself in the chair, and looking each of her sisters in the eye. ‘We 
all claim we didn’t know he was abusing the others, but when he 
came into that room, and clicked his fingers, all we thought was, 
Please don't let it be me, so, of course, we all fuckin knew. But theres 
knowing and theres knowing, isn't there? I could never believe she 
knew, not for a minute, not while it was going on. If I thought 
that, I'd have no parents. I already have no Da.’ 
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‘We confronted her that time, do you remember, June?’ Paula asks. 

‘Yes, of course I do. I'd come home after a counselling session, so tt 
must have been after the court case had begun. We were sitting in 
the factory. Ma thought everyone was talking about her because it 
was the talk of Ballyfermot by then, and she didn't want to be seen 
out in public, do you remember? I confronted her Si said says June. 

‘Where was I?’ asks Joyce. 

I don't know; there was only me and Paula in the factory. I just 
spat the words out while I had the courage. “I always thought you 
knew, Ma,” I said.’ 

‘How did she respond?’ asks Joyce. 

Tl always remember her answer,’ June says. “No, I didn't know, 
but I did think he was peculiar, and he liked looking at girls’ pants.” 

“That's when you joined in, Paula.’ 

‘Yeah, that’s right,’ continues Paula. I said to her, “Wasn't that 
bad enough? Did that not make you suspect something wasnt 
right?” Ma said she thought he was harmless because he was always 
grabbing at women. She then said that she remembered walking 
into the bedroom to find him kneeling on the floor beside me. She 
said she was suspicious then, but when she asked what he was 
doing, I said nothing.’ | 

“That wasn't Paula, Ma, it was me,” I told her,’ says June. 

‘What did Ma say to that?’ Joyce asks. 

‘Well, to be honest, Paula didn't give her time to respond because 
she asked her about the time when her insides fell out.’ 

‘She said she was worried about me going on holiday,’ says Paula. 

‘Well, I believe she knew as we knew,’ says Joyce. I mean look 
at the state of her, she is so removed and distant, that’s learned 
behaviour. Whos to say she wasnt abused herself as a child, long 
before Da got his hands on her. That’s something we will never 
know. I do know one thing: I couldn't bear to be without her when 
I was younger.’ 
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I know exactly what you mean,’ June says. T realise now that, 
actually, the feeling of not having a mother was harder than 
anything he ever did to me. It took me a long time to recognise 
the impact of not being loved by her. What he did was visible, but 
what she did wasn't, and, in some ways, that’s harder. My focus 
was always on the abuse. I didn’t look at my relationship with 
her, or the fact that she just wasn't there physically or emotionally 
throughout my life.’ 

T know she knew,’ Paula says angrily. “That day in the bathroom, 
when she called him, I know she knew then. Why else would she 
call him? And if you saw the look on his face, the way the blood 
drained from it. And the next day, when she insisted that I go to 
the hospital, that was the only time I ever saw her angry. I thought 
she was going to tell the doctor. There was another time too, when 
my friend came home from school with me and we were out in the 
factory looking at the stuffed toys. Da sent me tnto the shop to get 
something, and Ma says to me “Has your friend gone home?” I said 
“No, she’s out in the factory.” The look on her face, she fuckin knew. 
“Get out there now,” she says, real sharp. She knew young girls 
shouldn't be left alone with him.’ | 

T believe she was as much a victim as we were, and it would have 
killed me to tell her and then have nothing happen. It was easier to 
live with the secret than to admit that no one could help,’ June says 
thoughtfully, stubbing out her cigarette. 

I never saw any point telling her either, because I knew she 
wouldn't do anything,’ Paula says. ‘But then what were we all so 
worried about, the day it all came out? Isn't that weird, how we all 
panicked because finally she knew, when were all saying now that 
she knew all along?’ Paula is confused, and lights her cigarette as 
she watches her sisters, waiting for an explanation. 

It’s like I said: we all knew at some level,’ Joyce says. ‘But 
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acknowledging it, voicing it, that’s a very different thing. None 
of us could say that she knew because then we would have to 
understand or accept why she did nothing. In the same way, we 
couldn't admit we knew about each other being abused, because we 
would then need to take some responsibility for not intervening.’ 

“There are so many contradictions, aren't there?’ Paula says. All 
these mixed messages. So we all knew somewhere inside us that she 
knew, but we did everything we could to stop her finding out, to 
protect her; we all worried so much about her when the abuse was 
exposed, yet we all believe she knew anyway.’ 

And when it all came out,’ June says, remember how she was? So 
hurt.’ 

‘So fuckin angry, finishes Paula. ‘Do you remember we all thought 
she was going to hire a hitman to kill him?’ 

‘She would have as well, if shed known one. Unfortunately, the 
only mad bastard any of us knew was Da!’ Joyce says. 

The sisters laugh, and the tension breaks. Paula’s shoulders relax 
and she finally looks up from the table, watching Joyce and June 
wiping away tears of laughter. 

A fresh pot of tea is placed on the table, and cups are refilled. The 
room goes quiet again as cigarettes are lit. June opens a window to 
clear the room of the smoke, which is thick and yellow. 

It’s funny,’ Joyce says thoughtfully, ‘we all operated out of fear of 
his threat that she would leave if we told. We were all afraid of her 
leaving, and how we would manage if she left, yet none of us felt 
we had her in the first place. We all felt abandoned, so what were 
we afraid of missing? I think that not only did she know, but she 
blamed us. She believed we were having fun. We washed his feet, 
we sat with him watching TV. We were always around him, not 
her.’ 

_ ‘Do you think she was jealous?’ June asks, looking startled at this 
possibility. 
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I do remember her saying to me one time,’ Joyce says. “If there 
wasnt a bad woman, thered never be a bad man.” She was telling 
me that it was all our faults, so, yes, I think she probably did blame 
us. But jealousy is something else.’ 

‘How would any of us know what she was thinking or feeling?’ 
Paula asks. ‘She never showed any emotion, or spoke to any of us, 


or told any of us anything. Well, except you, Joyce; you had a better 


relationship with her than us.’ 

‘Yeah. I want to know what happened to her that made her shut 
down,’ June says. ‘Why was she never able to show affection? Why 
was she emotionally so unavailable? Why would she never let any 
of us know her? ‘The only birthday I ever remember being marked 
by her was my eleventh birthday. I came home from school, and 
she met me at the shop door, which was unusual. She took my coat 
off, and then bundled it up and gave it back to me. I didn’t know 
what she was doing. I went into the hall to hang up my coat and 


_ out dropped this box of Dairy Milk. She came up behind me and 


says, “They're just for you, love, happy birthday.” It was so special. 
Jesus, we didnt ask for much, did we? Imagine your own mother 
not celebrating your birthday. There was something very wrong in 
that. I never had any kind of relationship with Mammy. I had no 
physical contact with her; I don't remember ever sitting on her knee, 
or being hugged by her.’ 
June looks down at the floor, shaking her head, thinking about her 
own three children and what she wouldn't do to ensure they never 
felt that loss or abandonment which is still palpable for her. Each 
of the sisters struggles to understand her mothers role in her life. 
‘She told me she didn’t want to bring me home from the hospital,’ 
Paula says. ‘She said she jumped off chairs to try and get rid of me 
when she was pregnant. I didn't realise until much later that I was 


a sickly child, and she was afraid she wouldn't be able to look after 
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me, but she shouldn't have said that to me. You just don't say that to 
a child. The only time she showed any warmth was when I was ill. 
I used to love having to stay home from school, and shed let me get — 
in her bed, and bring me up comics from the shop. Its the only time 
I remember feeling really safe.’ 

Joyce is torn. She can feel her sister's hurt and sadness, but she 
has sympathy for their mother. She sits quietly for a few moments, 
wondering how to balance these relationships, then sits upright, 
lights another cigarette, and says, ‘Let me tell you about Mammy, 
because, God love her, she had nowhere to go. Bad and all as he was, 
he was all she had, the poor fucker. When I was about fifteen, Da 
made me work in the shop. I didn't mind, because I liked helping 
Ma, and it meant I got time with her, which, as you know, we 
didn't get much of. She was more relaxed there too. So over those 
few years, she told me about herself and her life. As you know, she 
grew up in England, in Edgware, Middlesex. She was the third of 
six children, and, by all accounts, her parents were always fighting. 
She was unhappy as a child, had no self-confidence, and thought of 
herself as ugly.’ 

‘Well, we've something in common there then,’ Paula says 
laughing. 

As a teenager, she only had one friend, Imelda.’ 

June ts stuck to the edge of her seat. Finally, she is going to learn 
something about this woman whose attention she has craved all 
these years. 

Imelda and Ma used to go to the dance every Saturday night. 
Thats where she met Da. All the girls were mad about him.’ 

‘Mad about that fat fucker?’ Paula asks incredulously. 

‘Yeah, but he had the gift of the gab, didn’t he?’ Joyce says. And 
he could be charming when he wanted. Plus he was Irish, and that 
must have been a novelty factor too. 
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So, this particular night,’ Joyce continues, ‘he asks her to dance, 
and she’s thrilled, not just because he asked her, but because she’s 
the envy of all the girls, and they started dating regularly after 
that. She was happy and he was good to her. Two months after 
her seventeenth birthday, she realised she was pregnant. She didn’t 
tell her parents until she was three months gone, in case they made 
her get rid of the baby. They had taken a real dislike to Da. He 
was great about the pregnancy, by all accounts, and said theyd get 
married. When she finally told her parents, they were furious and 
disappointed. Her mother never really forgave her, and the only 
time her da ever discussed it with her properly was not long before 
the wedding. He offered to look after the baby for her if she didn’t 
marry Da. Imagine how desperate he must have been, offering to 
do that? This was 1946, for God's sake. People just didn't do that. 

‘Not long after they announced they were getting married, Da turned 
up at the door one evening with his suitcase and informed them he was 
moving in. There was a big row because her parents were having none 
of it, but he just stormed past them and up the stairs. Ma was amazed 
at how her parents gave in to him, but kind of proud of him for being 
so strong and determined. She thought he must really love her to want 
to be with her so much. 

‘One evening not long after he moved in, two women came to the 
door looking for Da. He pushed Ma into the kitchen, so she wouldn't 
be able to hear, but of course she did. The women were shouting at 
Da, saying he had got the younger one pregnant and what was he 
going to do about it? “Didn't I offer to pay for the abortion?” he 
says, and he slammed the door and sent them packing. Later, he told 
Ma she was lucky that he had picked her. 

‘She had to buy her own ring and, on the day of the wedding, only 
Imelda and her husband turned up. When it was over, they stood 
on the steps of the registry office and Da shook hands with them, 
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saying, “Well, I don’t know what you're doing, but we're going to 
the pictures.” Ma was mortified, he didn't even buy the couple a 
drink or take them for dinner. They went to the pictures and Ma 
put her hand on his but he brushed her away, saying “I didn't come 
here for any of that nonsense.” The new Mrs Joyce Kavanagh spent 
her first evening as a married woman sobbing throughout the film. 

‘Eventually Pamela arrived, and Ma was delighted with her. 
Apparently, Da was very good, coming to the hospital every day, 
although he never brought a gift for the baby, or Ma, but Ma didn’t 
care. She had her baby now. 

‘During this whole time, Da had various jobs, sometimes working 
for himself, other times in a factory. As you know, he never stuck at 
anything for very long. After a back injury at work, he decided the 
only solution was to come home to Dublin, and he went on ahead of 
Ma to sort things out. But he was afraid she wouldn't follow him, 
so he took Pamela with him and said he would send for Ma when 
things were ready. She heard nothing for two months.’ 

‘How old was Pamela then?’ Paula asks. 

About nine months.’ 

‘Oh, God, that must have been terrible for Ma,’ says June, her 
eyes watering. ‘Imagine not seeing your baby for all that time, or 
knowing who was looking after her? God love her, she must have 
been distraught.’ 

‘Yeah, apparently she was really depressed, lost loads of weight 
and couldn't sleep. It was an awful time for her. So when the letter 
finally came telling her to get the boat to Dtin Laoghaire, that’s 
exactly what she did. She was terrified, knowing nothing about 
where she was going, but she was excited too, at seeing her child 
again and about the promise of a new home. 

‘Da collected her off the boat and brought her by horse and cart to 
his family home in Church Street, near Smithfield. It was a very 
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small terrace house, two up, two down. The evening she arrived, 
it was brimming with people. Ma assumed it was family and 
neighbours come to greet her, but she soon realised that most of them 
actually lived in the house! Almost as soon as they arrived, Da said 
that he had to go out, and he left her with all these people she had 
never met, who laughed at her accent every time she spoke. And 
when she saw Pamela, the poor child made strange with her, so her 
heart was broken. She lived in that house for three years. 

After Tony was born, Da went to the Corpo and they got allocated 
a house in Ballyfermot. Ma was delighted, especially when she 
realised it had a front and back garden for the children to play in. 
They had very little, but Da was great at getting the house ready, 
painting floorboards and making the place nice, and Ma felt that 

finally they could be happy together. 

‘Da lost his job again shortly after they moved in, and for the next 
three years he worked in England, sending home twelve pounds a 
week to Ma, which was a king’s ransom then. For the first time in 
her life, she had enough money to pay the bills and have something 
left over to buy nice things for the house. There was no tension, 
the children were happy, and she was very content. But each time 
he came home, he was annoyed that she was coping so well. He 
expected her to fall apart without him, but she was doing fine and, 
even worse, she was happy! He did take time to play with the kids, 
but he had very little patience, and it wouldn't be long before hed 
get angry or let fly at one of them.’ 

‘He did some horrible things, didn’t he?’ June says. 

‘He was so unpredictable, that was the worst of it,’ Joyce admits. 
‘You just never knew what would set him off. Ma told me about this 
one time she gave Kevin money from the drawer so he could play 
cards with the other boys. When Da came in and realised the money 
had been messed with, he went bananas. Poor Kevin admitted 
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taking it, and before he could explain that he had permission, Da 
battered him up and down the hall, whacking him over the head, 
kicking him, until Ma came running out and pulled Kevin away. 
She was furious. “What's going on?” she asked, and Da said, “That 
fucker was at my money.” “I gave him the money,” she says. And do 
you know what he did then? He says, “Oh, that’s OK then,” and 
walks off. That was it. No apology, nothing. Kevin was black and 
blue for weeks after. He was only six.’ 

‘She had a hard life, there's no doubt about it, trying to contain 
him,’ says June 

Anyway, his visits became more frequent, and the amount of 
money he sent home got smaller, until eventually he gave up the 
job in England. By 1955, she had five children and another on the 
way. She began to realise that one of the things that really set him 
off was her showing any of us affection, so she started consciously 
withdrawing. He would get mad if she hugged any of us, or sat us ~ 
on her lap, so she stopped doing it. The odd occasion where she would 
threaten to leave, he would simply respond, “Go ahead, but you're 
not taking my children.” It was an empty threat anyway. She had 
nowhere to go, and had no money. Her mother wrote regularly, but 
she didn't reply. She didn't want them to know the misery she was 
living in. She had come to hate him, wish him dead, but she was 
trapped and alone with no one to talk to. She was very lonely.’ 

I think she felt unsafe all the time. He was so volatile. It’s like she 
made some kind of commitment to herself that she would focus on 
keeping the peace, not rocking the boat. 

‘When he came back from England, he decided to buy a van to 
start up the mobile grocery business. He sold to all the local estates 
because there were no shops nearby. Neighbours often knocked on 
the door to buy something after the shop had closed up for the night 
and he would fly into a rage, shouting abuse at them, calling them 
stupid cunts. It wasnt long before he parked the van outside the 
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house and left all the work to Ma. The van was very popular and 


convenient for everyone and people liked dealing with her. 


‘Das only involvement in it was to use it as an opportunity to feel 
up the women in the shop. Hed grab them by the breast or put his 
hand up their skirts, letting out a roar at them, laughing and joking 
all the time. “Give us a feel,” hed say. Some women thought it was 


: funny and those who didn’t were told in no uncertain terms that they 


were the ones with a problem. Everyone came to accept this was the 
way he was. Most women liked him because hed talk to them for 
hours about their problems, always having a sympathetic ear. I'm 
sure they were all envious of Ma, thinking he was a great husband. 

Ma consoled herself with the fact that he was a good provider, 
he rarely drank and never smoked. She didn’t get battered, like so 
many of the women in the area. He still demanded sex every night, 
and would sometimes go to the priest to complain that she wasn't 
fulfilling her wifely duties. The priest would tell him she wasn't 
allowed to do that, so that gave him permission to do as he pleased 
with God's blessing. 

‘Over time, Ma tried different tactics to manage Da’s outbursts, 
like trying to reason with him, or giving him the silent treatment, 
but hed just beat us until she gave in. He knew it was the only way 
to get at her. When she discovered she was pregnant again with 
me, she took hot baths, drank gin and jumped off chairs in an effort 
to get rid of me. So it wasn't just you, Paula. I guess each child she 
had made her feel trapped. Seven years later, Da decided he wanted 
to extend the business, which meant we had to move. That’s when 
they bought the house on Le Fanu Road. Ma was happy we were 
at least staying in Ballyfermot, but I don't know if you remember 
how derelict it was? Jaysus, it was falling apart. There were no 

floorboards, nothing, but it had the potential to develop into a 
bigger shop, and Da saw it as an opportunity to make money and, 
in fairness, he was right. 
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‘Ma was pregnant with you, Paula, so that was 1963, right? She 
wasn't consulted about the decision to move, but simply followed 
orders. And when the side of the house was converted into a shop, 
she got the job of standing behind the counter from nine in the 
morning until eight at night, and was then expected to clean the 
house and look after us. Da worked for a while in the shop, but he 
was so rude to all the customers that people stopped coming in while 
he was there. 

‘Da was in control of everything in that house. Ma was undermined 
and contradicted all the time, till she got to the point that she didnt 
trust her own judgement on anything, and had no faith tn her ability 
to make decisions. She even used to check with him about taking us 
to the GP if we were sick. She just had no confidence. After having a 
miscarriage on what would have been her eleventh child, she went on 
the pill. The doctor suggested that Da should get sterilised because he 
was concerned about Ma having more children, but you can imagine 
Da’ reaction! “Fuck off,” he said to the doctor. “Do you want me to 
walk around like a eunuch?” After that, Da organised separate beds 
and never showed any sexual interest in her again.’ 

Joyce finally pauses and watches her sisters absorbing their 
mother’s story. June wipes away a tear, and sighs deeply. I feel so 
sad for her, for her life. Understanding all that helps make sense of 
things, doesn't it?’ 

Actually, no, not for me.’ Paula is angry, resentful. Td love it to 
make a difference, to feel the way you do, to let her off the hook. But 
I just can’t do that.’ 

I know I have huge resistance to blaming her,’ says June quietly. 
I cant help but take her background into consideration. I can 
understand how difficult it was for her; how she felt she had no 
choices. We're so different in how we deal with this, Paula. You 
were the same with Da. Me and Joyce struggled to get angry with 
him, but that’s your starting point. Look at all she missed out on. 
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The lack of closeness, the lack of intimacy, and her life is so full of 
loss. I just think it’s so sad.’ 
The sisters reflect on their memories, and the abandoned childhoods 
they share. ‘Theres a heaviness in the room, a deep sadness and regret. 
Ah, Jaysus, lads, this is no good,’ says Joyce. ‘Open a bottle of wine 
there, will you?’ 
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Chapter 8: Exposure 


1992 


It’s been two years since the court case and Joyce is excited as 
she boils the kettle, waiting for June and Paula to come round 
and discuss the RTE proposal. She was astonished when she 
got the call, out of the blue, asking the sisters to be part of a 
television documentary about sexual abuse. “With your court 
case over, the researcher said, ‘you would now be in a position 
to do a face-to-face interview.’ 

Joyce didn’t hesitate in her response and is sure the girls won't 
either. She can't wait to talk it through with them, and rushes 
to open the door when the bell rings. 

“Well, everyone I care about knows all there is to know, so 
that certainly wouldn't be a concern of mine,’ says June, after 
Joyce has repeated, word for word, the conversation she has 
had with the researcher on the phone. 

‘And maybe if there is some publicity about what we went 
through, other victims will hear the most important message 
of all: that they are not responsible,’ adds Paula. “That would be 


my interest in doing it, raising some awareness, getting people 
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thinking about their own situations. And reminding people 
that abuse is still going on, that it’s still such a secret.’ 

‘The girls jump at the chance to go on the programme, and, 
the following week, Moya Doherty, the producer, calls to meet 
them. She talks about how their story might be perceived by 
some members of the public and wants to be sure they are 
prepared for the possible kickback. ‘Not everyone will be 
sympathetic to you,’ she says. ‘Everyone will know about your 
abuse — people in the shops, in your local pub. Are you sure 
youre ready for that?’ 

Yes,’ they reply eagerly, impatient that she seems to be trying 
to talk them out of it. For God’s sake, what could go wrong, 
they wonder? Haven't they got good intentions? 

The women spend days discussing and planning for the 
filming, thinking about what to wear and considering whether 
or not to get their hair cut. But when the day of ‘shooting’ 
arrives, they realise that actually these things aren't important 
and they manage their intense jitters by nervously laughing 
their way through the day. 

Each of the sisters is interviewed separately, and the process 
proves far more harrowing than any of them had anticipated. 
Filming is stopped many times to allow them to compose | 
themselves, and the day ends with each of them feeling a 
wrenching despair and hurt at the realisation of how much 
trauma they have lived through. It takes a few days for them 
to feel any sense of achievement but this does come in time, 
and they share their pride in what they have done, and a belief 
that they have done something worthwhile for other victims of 
sexual and emotional abuse. 

Some months later, the sisters gather in their mother’s living 
room, settling into their seats with bowls of popcorn, glasses of 


wine and nibbles ready at hand for the big premiere. They have 
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decided to watch the programme together, since they have no 
idea what to expect. 

‘I wonder how they managed to cut out all those places 
where we started laughing?’ Paula wonders. ‘Jaysus, they were 
so patient with us, weren't they?” 

Joyce is quiet, anticipating the emotional evening ahead, and 
knowing she will have to be strong for her sisters. This is going 
to be incredibly difficult for them all, and she knows June and 
Paula don't understand that yet. 

The excitement fills the air and there is still half an hour 
to wait. They fill the space with chat about who might be 
watching the programme, which of their colleagues they 
have told, which family members will be unhappy about it, 
anticipating the reaction of others to their lives being set out 
for them to scrutinise and mull over. Their mother joins them. 
She was interviewed too, and is somewhat bewildered by all 
the attention and activity. She, too, is nervous about how she 
will be portrayed in the documentary. 

The phone rings and Joyce jumps up to answer it. 

“When you answer that, take it off the hook so it doesn’t ring 
during the programme, June says. There is a moment of silence 
as Joyce listens on the phone, then June and Paula stare as they 
hear Joyce reacting. 

“What! How can he do that? How is that possible if he’s in 
jail? The bastard, Joyce says as she holds the phone close to her. 
‘But he was convicted in court, how can he contest that?’ 

“Who is it? What’s going on?’ June demands, but there is no 
response as Joyce nods in response to whatever she is hearing 
on the phone. 

‘I don’t understand what that means, what’s going to happen 
now, Moya?’ she asks. 

‘Oh, shit, something’s wrong. It’s Moya,’ June whispers to 
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Paula and her mother as she huddles nearer the phone, trying 
to catch the conversation. 

Eventually, Joyce comes off the phone and sits down in the 
armchair, the popcorn miserably unfestive at her feet. ‘Da has 
taken out an injunction against the programme. It won't be on 
tonight.’ 

“What! everyone shouts together. 

‘He says that if the programme goes out before your separation 
case is heard, Ma .. .’ Joyce nods at her mother’s anxious face, 
‘he won't get a fair hearing. So he’s taken out an injunction 
against the programme. It won't go out tonight.’ 

‘But he’s in prison, how can he do that?’ Paula asks angrily. 

‘Look, I don’t understand either. Moya says we’re to watch 
the news.’ 

‘Fuckin bastard. Will he ever let go?’ June paces the room, 
unable to sit, trying to make sense of how her father can still 
exercise such control over their lives. 

‘It’s almost nine, so turn on the news and let’s get more 
information.’ 

They listen intently as the newsreader announces that a 
convicted father has taken out an injunction against RTE for 
the programme in which his daughters will discuss the sexual 
abuse they suffered for many years. The broadcasting of the 
programme Tuesday File will now depend on the outcome of 
the hearing. 

Everyone is furious. They each feel the deep injustice of what 
is happening and the fact that, even in prison, their abuser 
seems to have more power than them. 

‘Moya says she’ll phone us with an update as soon as she 
hears anything.’ 

‘Surely he can't get away with this?’ Ma says. ‘He’s a convicted 
criminal, for God’s sake. What is wrong with this country?” 
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They sit drinking wine and light one fag after the other, 
watching the phone in anticipation, though they know it is 
highly unlikely they will hear anything tonight. Moya is 
furious too but assured the women that they have their best 
lawyers on the case. 

‘Let’s trust that she knows what she’s talking about,’ Joyce 
says. ‘Nothing is going to happen until Monday, so let’s not 
brood on this all weekend.’ 

The doorbell rings and June goes to answer it. She returns 
with Joyce’s friend Annette. 

‘Hi. I just heard on the news about the programme being 
stopped. What happened?’ she asks before she even sits down. 

Joyce explains about the phone call and pours her a glass of 
wine. The sisters are fed up and don’t want to talk about RTE any 
more. [hey begin to reminisce over childhood games and pranks, 
people they haven't seen in years, old boyfriends and romances 
that went wrong, and in no time the room is filled with laughter. 

The following Monday, Moya phones Joyce to say the 
injunction has been lifted and the programme will go out the 
following night. The judge has watched the programme and 
could find no reason to stop it. He felt the sisters had spoken 
about the effect of abuse on their lives and that their father 
wasn't the focus of the programme. It is all over the papers and 
on every news bulletin all day long. 

‘So, you see,’ says Joyce on the phone to June later that day, 
‘he’s helped us, in a strange way. Look at how much more 
publicity the programme is getting now, because of him. Isn't 
that great?’ 
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Chapter 9: Da’s Dead 


July 199¢ 


It’s been five years since their father was sentenced, and over a 
year since he got out of prison. He was released early for good 
behaviour. None of the sisters had any contact with him since 
his release, although, for a period, there were regular letters 
from him, often quoting the Bible, or requesting things to 
be sent on to him. They ignored each letter, although often 
had a laugh at his attempts at formal correspondence before 
throwing the letter in the fire. 

Joyce now has three more daughters, the youngest being 
just a year old, but her relationship is beginning to crumble. 
June has Stephen and Christopher, and is currently feeling 
some concern about her youngest son, who doesn’t seem to be 
developing the way she thinks he should. She keeps being told 
not to worry, but something is eating away at her when she 
holds his rigid little body to her. She keeps telling herself to 
trust her instincts but constantly doubts herself. Her thoughts 
are interrupted by the phone ringing. 

‘Hello, Joyce.’ 
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‘Hi, Paula, how are you? I didn’t see you all week. Are you 
ready for our study class this evening? I got three more clients 
to practise our reflexology on.’ 

Paula’s organisational skills and attention to detail are proving 
very helpful to June and Joyce as the three women undertake the 
reflexology course. Paula spends hours preparing study plans 
and assignments, often involving Siobhan in her thorough 
research. Her sisters are grateful to hand the respnsibility over 
to her. 

‘Joyce, Da’s dead.’ 

“What?” 

‘Da’s dead. He died two days ago of a heart attack or 
something.’ 

‘Jesus, Paula, two days ago was Independence Day, how ironic 
is that. How come we are only hearing now?’ 

“The morgue rang Ma because his sister is looking for 
permission to bury him. I can't get June on the phone. Do you 
know where she is?” 

‘She’ll be over here later to study for our exam. You'll be here, 
won't you? We can't do it without you.’ 

“Yes, I'll be there and we can talk to June then.’ 

There is little more to say, and Joyce puts the phone down 
slowly and stands in the hall for some time, trying to understand 
what she feels. She is grateful that the house is quiet for once. 
She needs time to think about this. Going into the kitchen, 
Joyce automatically puts on the kettle and settles down at 
the table with a freshly made pot of tea. She allows herself to 
wonder what life has been like for her father since he got out. 

Joyce thinks as she stirs her tea. They heard through a relative 
that he was living somewhere off the North Circular Road, but 
no one saw him or knew whether he was working or how he 
spent his time. He was seventy-five, so he couldn't have been 
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_ that active. The truth is, none of them was interested in his life; 





they were all busy trying to keep their own lives on track. 

An hour must have passed, and Joyce is still sitting at the 
kitchen table, nursing a cold cup of tea and allowing her 
thoughts to meander, when she hears a car pulling up in the 
drive. She jumps up and quickly goes to the front door. Now 
that June is here, she realises how much she wants to talk to 


_ someone about her father’s death. 


Joyce is in the driveway before June has even got out of the 
car. She reaches the car as June steps out, pulling her handbag 
behind her. 

‘Da’s dead.’ 


‘What?’ The sisters hug spontaneously, the shock, the tears 


- flowing. June sobs heavily and Joyce holds her close, both of 
_ them overcome by the emotion engulfing them. Eventually 
_ their breathing slows and they pull away, still holding each 
_ other’s shoulders. Their sobs cease, and as they look each other 
in the eye, they both burst out laughing. They hug again and 


walk up the drive arm in arm. 

Joyce’s neighbour steps out as they reach the front door and 
he nods in their direction, clearly noticing their tear-streaked 
faces. He isn't sure what to say. 

Joyce looks at him, and says with great excitement, ‘Harry, me 
Da’s dead,’ and Harry walks away, looking back at the house 
occasionally, shaking his head. The women run into the hall, 


giggling. 
Paula 


I stand at the back of the church for a moment, feeling 
uncomfortable, looking around the church before I follow 
Kevin and David into the seat. What the fuck am I doing 
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walking into Da’s funeral? June and Joyce wouldn't even come, 
and when I asked Ma, she said, ‘Fuck him, I hope he rots in 
hell.’ 

I don't know why I felt the need to be here, but some part 
of me thinks it’s important. Maybe it’s closure, as they say in 
counselling. But sitting here looking at the empty church, 
only Kevin, David and me hiding away at the back, not even 
included in our own father’s funeral, and only a few members 
of his family in the front row, I feel lost and alone. I can't 
understand why June and Joyce didn’t come. He loved them 
and they wouldn't even come to his funeral. Da never cared 
about me and, even now, I’m still trying to get him to notice 
me, to see that it’s me sitting here, not his precious June and 
Joyce. 

What’s wrong with me? I spent all my life wanting him 
dead. Now that he is, all I feel is robbed. I will never get the 
opportunity to ask him why. Why did he hate me so much? 
What did I ever do to him to make him despise me and treat 
me like crap? 

I look around as a few of my friends enter the church. I catch 
their eye as they sit, looking embarrassed. I guess they’re as 
confused as I am. They’ve only ever heard me say how much I 
hate my father, and, yet, here I sit, not understanding what I 
hope to achieve. 
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Chapter 10: Connecting 


2010 


| Tcan’t decide whether to have the banana boat or the sticky toffee 
_ pudding,’ says June, pondering the dessert menu yet again. 


I tell you what, love,’ says Eamonn, wearily. ‘Let's order both 
and we can share them.’ He is mortified that the waitress has been 
standing at their table for so long, and just wants to finish the order. 

Lovely!’ says June brightly, handing over the menu. And another 
bottle of house white while youre at it!’ 

Happy birthday, sis,’ says Joyce, raising her glass to Paula. 

‘Yes, happy birthday, Paula,’ they all add, clinking glasses. 
Eamonn and Mark, Joyce’s partner, head out for a cigarette, leaving 

Joyce, June, Paula and Siobhan to continue their conversation. 

I always found relationships difficult,’ says Paula, picking up on 
the earlier discussion. She gives Siobhan a smile before carrying 
on. ‘I could do the surface stuff, but any friendships I had growing 
up were difficult. I never allowed myself to get close enough for 
personal questions to be asked. Whenever I found myself in difficult 
situations, or someone getting close asking too much, Id just say 
that I hated living at home with Da. I never gave a reason. I 
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tended to pick friends who didn’t ask too much. I stuck to groups of 
friends, rather than to individuals, to avoid any closeness.’ 

‘What about boys?’ June asks. 

‘Normally when I had sex, I was so pissed, I didn’t think about 
anything. I never used protection but didn’t get caught out so I was 
convinced I couldn't get pregnant. I was a total whore, sleeping 
with anybody. ‘The ugliest fucker on the planet, and there I was, a 
prick magnet! I wanted somebody to want me, though, I know that. 
I wanted to be attractive, but Id settle for a screw in an alleyway. 
It wouldn't last long because they were usually as pissed as I was. 
I didn't care about the way I got attention. I even picked up your 
rejects, June. Id hang on the sidelines, waiting for the virgin queen 
to pass them over. I knew how bad that was, picking up guys who 
had spent the night chatting up my sister. Id stand at the end of the 
night, wondering why the idiots didn't ask me. I was there for the 
taking, and they didn't even have to buy me a drink!’ 

‘Remember when we were on holiday in America?’ June asks 
Paula. “That night we met the three Irish fellas? One of them was 
the ugliest I've ever seen. He had a big whiskey nose, and mad 
bushy hair. Holy fuck, he was an ugly bastard!’ June turns to Joyce, 
laughing. ‘Paula told me she was going to bed. “Why?” I asked. “It’s 
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only eleven o’ clock.” “Because he’s starting to look good to me!” she 
says?’ 

The four women howl with laughter, Paula shaking her head as 
she wipes away the tears. I swear to God, I got a fright that night.’ 

‘What about when we went to California when you were eighteen? 
Remember the pool guy? Ah, Jaysus, you were a sad case then,’ says 
June, as the two of them start giggling again, remembering their 
holiday. 

‘Oh, him? He claimed to be the manager! I was there on the 
balcony, and he was down at the pool. He looks up and smiles at me. 
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“Come down,” he says. I was chuffed. The romance, I’m thinking, 
(going for a swim in the evening light with him. So down I go and 
| get into the pool, and then I realise he has a bucket and a brush. He 
| wanted me to help him clean the pool! Manager my arse! The final 
| straw was the night on the canal boat. I was locked and I picked 
| up a sailor. If he was standing beside me to this day, I wouldn't 
“recognise him. He asked me back to a hotel. Of course I said yeah. I 
remember walking off the boat with a pint in my hand, classy bird 
: or what!When I woke up the next morning, he was gone and had 
left money on the locker. I couldn't find my knickers. I had no idea 
where I was, and had to go out on the street, wearing my evening 
: dress. That was my big wake-up call. I thought, how low can you 
: go? I didn't tell anyone about tt. I carried all that stuff for years, but 
at some level I knew what I was doing was so wrong, so terrible. 

The lack of delusion makes it even worse. I think it might have been 

my way of avoiding admitting that I was gay.’ 

Paula looks at Siobhan, who is sitting back, watching her tell 
the stories she has heard several times over. She is amused at her 
partner’ sense of humour, but also desperately sad for the years of 
loneliness she experienced. 

I don't know when I realised I was gay,’ Paula continues. ‘I never 
fantasised about sex, but I do know I had a couple of crushes on 
teachers. I fought being gay because it meant having to admit that 
I would never have a man to mind me, to pay the bills. We all had 
this illusion that we were being minded, that we were safe.’ 

I remember when you told me you were gay, says June. ‘I was 
gobsmacked. But when I thought about tt, it was so obvious, it was 
staring us in the face. People even used to tell us, “Your sister’s gay’, 
didn't they, Joyce?’ 

‘Yeah, and wed tell them to fuck off.’ 


“The first time I realised I was gay was when Alice made a move 
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on me. She was the one I moved out of home to be with, so I was 
mad about her. That night I realised, this is what I want. I still 
didn’t really understand it, because I thought if I was gay, Id fancy 
every woman. When I had sex with a man, I never had any sense 
of satisfaction. When I had sex with a woman, I liked it. I blamed 
everything on the abuse. The fear of people hating me and thinking 
I was as sick or perverted as the person who abused me was very 
frightening.’ 

I never knew any of that was going on. I didn't think you even 
had sex. You were obviously looking for love,’ June says. The laughter 
is gone now, the tone quieter, gentle. ‘Let's face it, we all believed 
sex was love.’ 

IT ended up having a relationship with Alice for seven years,’ Paula 
continues, ‘but she wasn't out, and was in another relationship, so 
it was all hidden. I didnt feel like a slut though, so I let it continue. 
It was the lesser of two evils, because at least I wasn't lonely and 
desperate and out sleeping with a different man every night. It 
took three months into counselling before it dawned on me.that it 
was a bad relationship, so I ended it. I never opened my mouth in 
counselling, but obviously something was sinking in. 

After Alice, I had a few relationships and, to begin with, the sex 
was good, but it didn't take long before I had trouble with not only 
having sex, but even wanting it. I learned very quickly how to 
fake an orgasm. I believed at the time that I was doing it so as 
not to hurt my sexual partner, but in hindsight it was to protect 
myself from exploring the issues I still had with being intimate 
with someone. The slightest thing could turn me off, them wanting 
sex, facial expressions, smells, anything really. I was very content 
Just being close friends, but it wasn't fair on whoever I was with, 
because women feel rejected easily. I usually ended the relationship 
and moved quickly into another because I hated being alone and 
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not having anyone to mind. 

: I had two years, after I turned thirty, during which I didn’t see 
anyone and I was really content. I was living on my own and 
: studying reflexology, so I was busy. I was doing a lot of meditation 
and, to be honest, I think I was at peace. It was the first time I 
wasnt out looking for someone, and was happy to be on my own. 
My energy went into basketball all the time, which is where I met 
Siobhan. At this stage, the case was over; it had been in the papers, 
so there were no secrets. I met her on a Bank Holiday Monday, and 
we had moved in together by the following Friday. We're together 
fourteen years now, and she’s been my rock. Sex is about love, trust. 
I don’t even like using the word sex. I don't have sex; I make love. 
Sex is about my past and what's happened before. I've left that 
behind.’ 

Paula takes a slug of wine, and sits back in the chair with a sigh. 
Joyce and June look at each other surreptitiously, both afraid to 
say or do anything that might break this openness of Paula’. ‘They 
don’t want her to stop talking, sharing, so they sit quietly, waiting. 
Siobhan swills her wine glass, watching the sisters, enjoying the 
warmth of the conversation, and yet slightly separate from it. 

‘Jaysus, it’s like a morgue in here,’ laughs Paula, topping up her 
glass. I don’t know where all that came from! What’ up with you, 
Joyce? It’s not like you to be so quiet.’ 

‘Oh, I'm just thinking, Paula. I suppose I hadnt realised how 
much of your life I never knew, or wasn't a part of. And yet its 
all so familiar, it’s weird. I was thinking about my first sexual 
relationship, when I was twenty. We had a lot of sex and I enjoyed 
it. I didn’t really allow myself to think too deeply about what I was 
doing. All I knew was I wanted sex and I believed he loved me. 
It also meant I didn’t sleep around. I had a strong sexual appetite 
and, although we didn’t have much of a relationship outside of 
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sex, it suited us both. I found comfort in sex and it felt like I was — 
hungry and he was the only one with food. It took some time before 
I realised I wanted more out of a relationship. So I left him and 
soon after I met George. I got pregnant and married him within 
a year. 

I cried on my wedding day, all through the ceremony, through the 
meal, the dancing that night. I was still crying getting on the plane 
to London for our honeymoon!’ 

‘You were the most miserable bride I ever saw,’ Paula confirms. 

‘You looked like Frankenstein's bride! June adds. There is much 
giggling as they reminisce about Joyce’ smudged mascara and 
running nose on her wedding day. 

In hindsight, I wouldnt say I put any thought into getting 
married. It just seemed like the next move. I was pregnant but 
didn’t realise how big an issue that was. Ma and Da told me I 
didn't need to get married. They said I should have the baby first. 

‘When we got back from the honeymoon, back to reality, I 
remember standing over the sink crying because there were only 
two cups in the sink. Who’ going to look after me? Id wonder. I 
can't do all this on my own. It was such a frightening experience. I 

felt stupid to be feeling that way. I couldn't tell anyone.’ 

Mark and Eamonn rejoin the women, but the conversation 
carries on, as the men order themselves beers. 

IT was only twenty-two when I had my first child. Childbirth 
was a big shock for me. I couldn't get over Ma not warning me 
about how hard it was. I thought I was going to die. Id been to 
all the pregnancy programmes, and watched the videos of people 
sitting reading a magazine in between contractions. I was twenty- 
seven hours in labour. When Derek was born, I was terrified of 
him. When he was just a few weeks old, I thought he was going 
to sit up and start talking to me. I was so scared of him; it was an 


230 


awful time. Maybe that was post-natal depression, I don’t know. 
He had colic too, so for six weeks he never stopped crying. 

I was still only growing up myself. I don't think giving birth 
changed my life, the way it did for you, June, but it definitely gave 
me anew focus. Everyone thought I was really mature, but actually 
it wasn’? true. 

‘George was older than me. In fairness, I wasn’t good at explain ing 
what I needed and he didnt understand what was going on. 
Regardless of our age, I don't think either of us was ready for the 
responsibility of being adults never mind parents. It was the first 
experience either of us had of looking after ourselves, and the added 
responsibility of looking after a child didn't help. 

‘Derek was one year old when I got sick. I had panic attacks at 
ridiculous hours of the night. I regularly woke up at four in the 
morning and called an ambulance, thinking I couldnt breathe. 
Believe it or not, Da was very good to me; he seemed to understand 
what I was going through. I couldn't go out because I panicked 
when I got any distance from the house. I was convinced something 
would happen and no one would know me. 

‘This went on for some time before the doctor suggested I see a 
psychiatrist in Ballyfermot. I really thought I was losing my 
marbles. She said my condition was due to my bad experience of 
childbirth, and told me to have another child to get rid of this 
terrible fear. So that’s what I did. I would never have discussed the 
abuse with her, and, to be honest, I didn’t see the connection. I had 
two more children after Derek, one after the other, and it was really 
hard. I felt like I was responsible for everyone and everything. I 
was on my own.’ 

I remember you were in such a dark place,’ says June. ‘You looked 
terrible. It was awful. There was obviously something not right.’ 

T think it was shock and growing up, Joyce suggests. Funny, though, 
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that sex was OK for me even during that hard time, provided he 
instigated it; otherwise I suffered with guilt. I didn't think too deeply 
about that at the time as I was too busy trying to be the perfect wife 
and mother. My marriage lasted seven years and I think it finally fell 
apart because we were too immature. 

I had custody of the kids and didn't meet Trevor until three years 
later. He was a nice guy, so for a while things were really good, but 
shortly after he moved in with me, the whole story of Da abusing 
us came out and, although he was supportive, we didn’t stand a 
chance. We convinced ourselves that things would get better because 
counselling couldn't last forever. After sixteen years, we threw in the 
towel. He was waiting for me to get better, but it never happened. 

‘Sex was always unpredictable for me: the smell, the sound, the 
breathing, certain moves. I never knew what would trigger me off. 
When I was successful in having sex, and enjoyed it, I wondered 
why I didn't do it more often because it wasn't as bad as I imagined, 
but then I would wake the next day, all those feelings were gone 
and Id be riddled with guilt.’ 

‘But, Joyce, you said earlier that you were always hungry “" SEX. 
I don't get it,’ Paula says. 

‘Yeah, it’s a contradiction, isn't it? But both those things are true. 
Me wanting sex was the big issue. I couldn’t admit it, but once I 
got over that, it was like I was starved of sex, and I always wanted 
it. That all changed when I had children. Sex started reminding me 
of Da, of the abuse, and, of course, once the case became public, and 
then the counselling started, well, it became impossible to separate 
those things. The only time I could have sex then was after I'd had a 

few drinks, but the next morning I would die with guilt. 

‘One of the good things that came from counselling was orgasms! 
I was thirty-two the first time I had an orgasm. I thought orgasms 
were only for men, but I learned about it at the Rape Crisis Centre. 


232 


And then I was on a mission to have one! I wanted to know 
every detail. I'd ask women how to masturbate. I wanted A to Z 
instructions. And then it took me hours! Jaysus, the batteries would 
be gone in the fuckin thing and Id still be waiting!’ 

They all laugh at Joyce’ frankness, her animation. Eamonn 
gestures to the waitress to bring another round of drinks. 





| 
_ And now I have my honey,’ Joyce says, snuggling up to Mark. 


: ‘Nothing distracts him from how he feels about me and he makes 
: it obvious that I'm the most important person in his life. Our 
relationship began after the abuse came out, so there are no secrets, 
and that’s a great thing. We have a very honest relationship and I 
: think through all the writing I have learned to express myself in 
: bed. I can let him know when sounds, smells and particular noises 

affect me and we simply change things around and try something 
else. It’s no problem and he has helped me to really enjoy sex.’ 

I was always very clear that she needed to let me know if I did 
anything that reminded her of her Da,’ says Mark shyly. T would 
have said that from the start. I love her to bits, and it was so 
important to me that we were honest, and that she told me if I did 
anything she didn’t like.’ 

Initially he was afraid of doing anything that might remind me 
of my abuse but, honestly, if that kept up, we would be able to do 

fuck all,’ Joyce says, ‘but we laugh and talk about it, which allows us 

to try things without worrying. We do both have to wash straight 
after sex because the smell takes me back, but we have a laugh about 
that too.’ 

‘He’s good for you,’ June nods. 

‘Yes, you're happy, Joyce, which is lovely to see, ‘agrees Paula. And 
what about you, June? How have you managed to deal with sex?’ 

‘Well, you remember how I piled on the weight when I was in my 
teens, so I didn’t get much attention from boys. It wasnt until my 
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late teens that I lost it. I used to listen to Joyce's stories about boys 
and how they were all after sex, and Joyce told me to learn from her 
mistakes, so I thought I was ahead of the game. Smart, you know? 
I never let anyone near me and my arm came down like a vice grip 
when anyone tried to touch my chest. Mind you, when I say chest, 
I'm using the term very loosely!’ 

‘Yeah, you were a late developer all right!’ Paula says, grinning. 

Although that’s hard to believe now, love!’ Eamonn laughs. 

‘Cheeky fucker!’ June elbows her husband in the ribs. “That definitely 
added to how I felt about myself. I thought I was ugly, and had no 
redeeming qualities. I behaved like a frigid nun. 

‘When my best friend got married, I felt completely lost. After 
hibernating for a while, I attempted to have a social life but I never 
felt as close to anyone as I had with Christine and always felt I 
didn't fit in. I drank a lot until I was having blackouts. There were 
nights I couldn't remember how I got home or what Id said. 

I was desperate for love, but at the same time terrified of Sex, 
and I never met anyone I could really feel for. I was too fussy and 
decided to lower my standards. sai with someone was better 
than being alone. 

I was sexually frustrated but very concerned about becoming 
pregnant, so I decided to go on the pill. I went away with a friend 
with the absolute intention of meeting someone and having sex, 
and true to my word I did just that, but because there was no 
emotion between us, it just left me feeling worse about myself. 

‘One of the lowest points for me was being in a nightclub wankin 
a fella. We were sitting on a couch and he was covered with his 
Jacket. He had to tell me to stop. I didn't understand him. I had 
given up on myself and was very confused. I thought if I gave 
someone a hand job, they wouldnt put pressure on me for sex and 
it was usually a one-night stand, so I would never see them again. 
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But I did realise that I didn’t want to continue like that. 
| I was suicidal for periods and spent a lot of time on my own until 
_ you asked me to move in with you,’ she says to Joyce. ‘Your marriage 
| with George had broken down and we got on great together. I was 
| happy to slot into your family. You had three young children and we 
_ never had a lot of money, but we tried so many different ventures 
| like waitressing, selling clothes and making toys in order to pay 
| the bills. Although we worked a lot, we still managed to go out 
clubbing. We had some great times living together and laughed a 
lot but it still didn’t fill the emptiness. And then I met Eamonn.’ 

T was working as a security man in The Oval,’ Eamonn says. I 
remember the first night I saw you working down the road, and 
you came up to the club to get change. I just thought woah! It was 
love at first sight, definitely for me.’ 

Really?’ asks June, her face alive. 

‘Well, yeah, but you know that! I just thought you were gorgeous; 
you had such a great smile, really chatty and bubbly. And I asked her 
there and then to come up to the nightclub later, which thankfully 
she jumped at. Herself and Joyce came up later, and very quickly 
we were attached at the hip, going to the nightclub after work 
every night, and then we moved in together. They were wild times, 
werent they, love? We drank a lot in those days, pretty much every 
night.’ 

‘He was like the Milk Tray Man to me,’ says laniee ‘He did 
everything for me, which was the commitment I needed. Initially, 
we had a lot of sex and couldn't get enough of each other. I told him 
early on about the abuse, didn’t I? And it wasnt an issue at the 
beginning. It was only when I started counselling that sex became 

difficult.’ 

‘To be honest, I think it went over my head when you first told me 
what had happened to you. We were drinking so much, and I dont 
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think I took it in; it didn’t have a big impact on me, although I do 
remember you saying that you had expected me to run for the hills — 
after youd told me. But it wasn't until that night when your Ma 
arrived over, that’s when it all changed.’ 

‘What happened then?’ asks Mark. ‘I mean, I know about the 
court case obviously, but why did that change everything?’ 

‘It just took over everything,’ says Eamonn. “They were consumed 
by it.’ 

I know, it’s all we could talk about,’ says Joyce. ‘We really had to 
start dealing with it san because it was out in the — so there 
was no pretence any more.’ 

‘When I first met Paula, she was consumed by the abuse,’ Siobhan 
adds. ‘She brought every conversation round to it, especially if wed 
been out drinking. It’s what she saw in herself. She had no confidence, 
and I think she really saw herself as a victim.’ 

Jaysus, you make me sound lovely!’ says Paula, clearly hurt by 
how her partner is describing her, but trying to make light of it. ‘So 
what was the attraction, if I was such a basket case?’ 

I didn’t say you were a basket case,’ says Siobhan patiently. ‘But 
the abuse was a constant theme during those years. And bear in 
mind, we met six years after the court case, so there had been plenty 
of water under the bridge by then. But the attraction for me was 
that you were so open, so able to talk about your experiences. I wasn't 
out” then, and I really admired your honesty, your ability to talk 
so candidly. It wasn't until sometime later that I realised it was 
all you could talk about! But that’s changed now,’ she adds, seeing 
Paulas face darken. ‘I think going to college was a huge turning 
point for you, and you did grow through counselling, even though 

you resisted it so much.’ 

‘Going into counselling made me question everything about 
my life; the way we were living, how we spent our time, all our 
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drinking,’ says June. “That's been a good thing for me, for us, but 
: it was hard at the time, wasn’t it?’ She turns to Eamonn for 
: confirmation. 


: 
Eamonn. And that wasnt something I would have chosen to do, 
| but it was what I had to do if I wanted to be with her. I ended up 


| going into counselling myself, to deal with my own stuff. Working 


June being in counselling forced me to question things too,’ says 


asa security man, you just didn't think too much about anything, 
and here I was, having to really look at myself, and that was very 
hard. It was a horrible time. I absolutely believe we were meant 

to be together but, during counselling, June started questioning 
everything, including our relationship, so that completely rocked 
me. I realised that if I wanted to keep her, I had to change.’ 

‘We had a few hard years too, didn't we, Paula?’ says Siobhan. 
‘We had a number of years where we drank too much, and it was 
very depressing. Everything was about the abuse. It was a dark 
time for both of us. But it’s funny, we kind of took it in turns to be 
the supportive one. When I was feeling low, she was strong, and 
minded me, and then things would turn, and she would need me to 
be strong for her.’ 

And that’s kind of how we got each other through college, isnt 
it?’ Paula adds. ‘When Siobhan had the opportunity to go back to 
education, she was terrified, but she wanted to do tt, so I gave her the 
push she needed. And then a year later, she did the same for me, and 
we kept that going through the degree course. It worked; we both 
got there and did well, but we both needed someone motivating us, 
and telling us we could do it.’ 

‘We had a very tumultuous relationship,’ says Eamonn, passing 
his half-eaten dessert to June. “There were always loads of rows and 
we said dreadful things to each other. It was really only when you 
got pregnant with Stephen that things started to settle for us.’ 
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June nods in agreement. 

‘So what kept you going through all that?’ Siobhan asks. 

Eamonn doesn't hesitate in his answer. “The fact that I love her. 
That’s what kept me there. It was either sort myself out or lose her, 
and that just wasn’t an option as far as I was concerned.’ 

June rubs Eamonn’ hand and simultaneously dabs her eyes. 

‘What about sex? asks Joyce. There is nervous laughter at the 
bluntness of the question. 

‘Trust you to put that out there!’ says Mark, placing his arm 
fondly around the back of Joyce's chair. 

I'm curious. I mean, I know how it’s been for the three of us, 
because we talk about it, but it must have been hard for you as well, 
Eamonn. And you too, Siobhan. Knowing we've been sexually 
abused has to affect the partners too.’ 

Everything was fine at the beginning; it was great in fact,’ says 
Eamonn. ‘It’s like June said; we couldn't get enough of each other. 
But once you started counselling at the Rape Crisis Centre, that 
fucked everything up. Our sex life just went downhill from then 
on. It took a long time for me to understand that. I realise now that 
June needed to be in control of her body, but that was hard for me 
to grasp.’ 

‘Youre right about the counselling changing everything,’ says 
June. ‘I suppose part of the counselling was about revisiting the 
past, and remembering that made sex very difficult for me. I 
couldn't separate Eamonn from the past. Having sex was his way 
of knowing we were all right and when that was removed, it filled 
him with doubt. He acted out of hurt a lot of the time and looked 
for constant reassurance from me, and nothing but sex would do 
it for him. My stubbornness and pain could have split us up, but 
thankfully his persistence kept us together. 

He had to initiate sex because I couldn't live with the fact that I 
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wanted it. When I had my first child, I realised I had to cop on 
| because I had responsibilities. I needed to manage my life, and I 
transferred all my affection to the baby, which excluded Eamonn. 
We were in counselling less than a year after we married. In one 
session, I heard how he felt, and what he needed, and my heart 
melted as I realised he wanted the same things as me. I changed 


my attitude, my focus, and began looking at the positives in the 
relationship. I accepted he loved me and would die for me, and 
| that was all I needed.’ 

‘What made the change in your sex life?’ Joyce asks quietly. 





‘My reluctance to initiate sex, to touch him, and my confusion 
between our relationship and my past took time to resolve. 
Tt happened over a long period, and I think it came from my 
: realising I loved him. I figured I'm in this for the long haul, so Id 

better make the best of it. I wanted a good sex life. I didn't want to 
deny that aspect of my life. I wanted to be normal, whatever that 
is. We both truly love each other and that made me give attention 
to sex. It was more of a head thing than a physical one in the 
beginning. The closeness I feel after sex is so lovely and through 
that I came to think about sex in a nicer way. We're together about 
twenty years now. It’s still hard work, but we've been through 
so much together. It’s still there — I still need to be in control of 
sex but it gets easier with time, and I love getting older and not 
worrying about stuff so much. I want to be like Samantha from 
Sex and the City; she doesn’t give a fuck! The freedom she has 
around her sexuality and no guilt about sex; I'm so envious of her. 
We've wasted so many years feeling shame and guilt about sex, 
and especially initiating it and wanting it. And that wasnt just 
about the abuse, it was also the culture, the Catholic Church and 
the whole way that sex was seen as something so bad. The torment 
we've gone through in having feelings of wanting to be wanted. 
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That is getting easier now, finally.’ 

‘What about you two?’ June asks, nodding at Paula and Siobhan. 
‘How have you managed?’ 

Tve seen a big change in Paula since she went to work in the 
Childhood Development Initiative. She’s got more confidence now. 
And the writing has been good; it’s healing, whereas before it took 
over everything.’ 

‘Writing the book has been a good thing for you all,’ Eamonn 
suggests. ‘When you started writing it years ago, it was different. 
You seem to have managed it better this time; it hasn't taken over 
your lives like it did before. And I'm probably better able to cope 
now too.’ 

In what way?’ Paula is curious. 

‘Well, I would have taken everything personally a few years back. 
I thought if there was anything wrong, or June was struggling 
with something, I assumed it was to do with me. Now I realise 
that’s not the case. That just comes with a bit of maturity; were 
more open with each other. And time has given some perspective 
too.’ 

‘When you come in after a session on the book,’ Mark turns to 
Joyce, eager to contribute, I can tell whether you've had a good 
session or a hard session. There’ no doubt that there are times it has 
taken its toll on you, you go quiet; and then there are other times 
when youre really positive and upbeat about it. But it’s been hard, 
you can see that.’ 

It’s fantastic you've got so far with the book. I think it’s really 
important to you all to get it finished,’ Eamonn says. 

I agree,’ adds Siobhan, ‘It'll be a conclusion for you, and a huge 
achievement.’ 

‘To the book! toasts Mark. 

They all clink glasses. “To the book!’ 
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Chapter 11: Moving On 


2010 


‘That was a lovely speech, wasn't it?’ says June, pouring Coke 
over her Bacardi and ice. 

‘Eulogy,’ corrects Paula. 

‘What?’ June throws in a few more chunks of ice for good 
measure before taking a long gulp of her drink. 

‘A eulogy. That’s what you call it at a funeral. It’s not a speech 
when it’s at a burial.’ Paula is tetchy, impatient, possibly looking 
for a row, so June decides to ignore her. That works sometimes 
when she’s in one of these moods. 

‘Anyway, I thought it was a lovely speech. Fair play to Connor, 
getting up and talking about his own mam, and saying such 

lovely things about her. That takes courage, doesn’t it? I'd never 
have the guts to do that, and then I'd have a million things to 
say after the event! Just like Da’s court case, big loser that I 
am. Always too late!’ June takes another sip of her drink and 
realises that no one is going to join in her conversation, so she 
carries on regardless. She doesn't want the silence. They are 
all on edge after their aunt’s funeral. Their father’s sister was 
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nice, and it was a moving service, but it was also a reminder of 
the strangeness of their father’s death, and June wants to have ~ 
noise around her, a sense of normality. 

‘I wonder will any of us speak when it’s Ma’s turn? I suppose 
you will, won't you, Joyce? Of course you will. You'll be great; 
you'll know exactly what to say. I'd love to have that skill; it’s 
a wonderful thing to have, isn’t it? Do any of you ever think 
about your own funeral? You know, wonder what people will 
say about you? That’s a funny thought, isn’t it? I wonder who'll 
speak at my funeral, or what'll be said?’ 

June’s voice trails off into the silence she dreads so much. 
They are all melancholy, thinking about their father’s largely 
unacknowledged death a few years earlier, and contemplating 
their own lives in the face of its inevitable end. 

Tl speak at it, Mam.’ 

June’s eighteen-year-old son Stephen blushes as he says this, 
and looks at the ground, suddenly embarrassed. People shift in 
their seats. There is a feeling of relief as the atmosphere lifts. 

“Will ya, son? What’ll you say?’ Already June’s eyes are welling 
up as she contemplates her tall, handsome son. His cousins 
eye him warily, knowing they will be expected to follow suit, 
praying that he doesn't set the bar too high. 

“Well,’ Stephen hesitates, and then appears to take a deep 
breath, knowing he must finish what he’s started. ‘I would tell 
people how I go straight to you if anything happens, you know, 
if I’m worried or upset. I can talk to you about anything, and 
you always manage to convince me that it will be OK. I trust 
you I suppose.’ He looks up, with a grin on his face and adds, 
‘And I trust you not to tell Da! You know the way we agree 
what we'll tell him, or what’s between us. I know you'll never 
break that, so that’s great!’ 

‘Is that right?’ laughs Eamonn. ‘I never knew I was in the 
middle of all this conniving. We'll have to talk about that!’ 
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“There’s never a dull moment around Ma,’ Stephen continues. 


| ‘She’s always laughing, seeing the funny side of things, even 


| 
| 


_ when she’s crying — like now!’ He looks at his mother, who is 


_ wiping the tears with the edge of a serviette. ‘I wouldn't be able 


to not talk at your funeral, Ma. You're too important.’ 

Heads nod and eyes are dabbed as June reaches over and 
squeezes her son’s hand. “Thanks, love,’ she says, deeply moved. 
She knows there is nothing else to say. 

‘Next! calls Paula, breaking the quiet, and causing a nervous 
laugh to reverberate around the table. ‘Come on, let’s hear from 
the rest of you. And don't think that just because I don't have 


children, you can leave me out! I want to hear what you'll say about 


_ your favourite auntie!’ Paula is hugely relieved at the turn in the 
_ discussion, and sees the opportunity for something afhrming for 
— them all. She is determined to keep the energy in the conversation. 


‘He’s right what he says about June always laughing,’ says 
Paul, Joyce’s second oldest. “You'd never know she had any pain 
in her life; she’s always smiling, happy.’ 

“Yeah, youd never think she'd been through anything like 
she has,’ adds Audrey, just a few years younger than Paul. She 
is relieved to have spoken, to be contributing. She can see 
how upset her mother and aunts are, and, as always, wants to 
dissipate the pain, offer some solace. 

‘As for Paula,’ Stephen adds, ‘well, I never liked Paula!’ 

‘Cheeky fucker! laughs Paula, delighted with the obvious 
endorsement from her nephew. 

‘Seriously, though, I feel like I have one over on me mates, 
because I have two such amazing aunts,’ says Stephen. ‘Paula 
used to take me to basketball, and got me really involved in all 
that. I loved staying over with her.’ 

‘So come on, what about me?’ asks Joyce. “‘What’ll you say 
about me?’ 
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‘I'd want to say how youre my best friend ...’ Audrey starts, 
but she breaks down, crying, sobbing. Everyone gives her time, 
they are accustomed to tears at this table. Paula pats Audrey’s 
arm. 

“Take your time, she says and Audrey nods, indicating to Paul 
to go ahead, that she’ll rejoin the conversation when she’s able. 

‘What I really admire about the three of you,’ says Paul, 
taking his cue, ‘is your openness. There were never any closed 
doors in our house, no whispering. It was always open; there 
was a real allowance of us all being part of what was going on. 
I don't remember actually being told about the abuse, but it 
was always there, almost like the wallpaper, you know, always 
in the background.’ 

‘I loved Granda and I remember when I heard he had gone 
to prison, I felt guilty for loving him. I know you took me and 
Derek upstairs in Nanny’s house and told us that the reason he 
hadn't been around was because he was in prison. I was about 
ten then, and I remember I had noticed he wasn't around, and 
didn’t understand why, so that explained it for me.’ 

“Yes, I remember all that too, although I don’t think that’s the 
day we were told about the abuse,’ continues Derek, the oldest 
of Joyce’s children. ‘It’s funny, but I don’t really recall the exact 
time we were told about it; it’s more like we just absorbed what 
was going on. It was done very naturally, no big drama. That’s 
probably what helped us all to deal with it. I never felt a need 
to worry about you, Ma, to be concerned about what you'd 
been through, even though there were times when you were 
obviously struggling.’ 

‘I don't know exactly when I was told either, affirms Paul. ‘In a 
way, it kind of went over my head. I just thought, Oh right, and 
then it was over. Granda was great for me, and I thought, that 
sucks, because I loved him and now he’s black-listed. I never 
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had any feelings of malice or hatred towards him, but after 
being told he was in jail, I felt that I should feel some of that, 
that it wasn't OK to love him any more. That was confusing.’ 

‘Me too,’ says Derek. ‘I thought I should hate him after he 
"went to prison, and I felt bad because I didn’t, but Ma always 
told us how important it was to hold on to the good memories, 
so that made it OK.’ . 
| ‘He was good to us,’ says Paul. ‘He could draw and make 
things; he was really creative. I remember one time I asked him 
| 


| 


for a bathrobe and he came in two minutes later, measuring my 
arm, and by the end of the day, he had this amazing bathrobe 
for me. It was tiger skin, I remember that. Jaysus, of all the 
materials he could have used! And it even had matching 
slippers! I liked to draw at the time, and I got his attention 
because of that; he acknowledged me because of that.’ 

Yes, he mentored you because you were creative like him,’ 
Paula says. ‘He would have seen himself in you, so he would 

have tried to bring that on. He liked that in you.’ 

‘He spoiled you all rotten,’ continues Joyce. ‘Every Saturday 
we used to go to Kilnamanagh shopping, and he always bought 
you something huge, some really big toy, not some fecky little 
thing.’ 

‘I feel bad for my boys, because they didn’t have any of that 
experience with Da,’ says June. ‘I’m glad Paul and Derek 
got some of that, but I wish it had been real. Listening to 
you talking about him makes him sound normal and the 
relationship sounds so lovely. But that wasn't how he was; it’s 
not who he was.’ 

‘T never worried about him with the boys,’ adds Paula. ‘It never 
occurred to me to watch him around them. But once Audrey 
came along, and he started paying attention to her when she 
was around four years old, I knew what he was doing; I knew 
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he was grooming her. Anything he did for her, I saw the real 
intention behind it, because it was exactly what he had done to 
us, and it was frightening to watch it in action.’ 

‘And yet I didn’t see that,’ says Joyce, shaking her head in 
wonder as she fills her wine glass. 

‘I know you didn't, which frightened me more, because I was 
scared of what might happen if I wasn’t keeping an eye out. 
If Audrey was in the house and you weren't around, I stayed 
in the room with her. I didn’t let her out of my sight, and he 
knew it and he'd be fuming. He'd try and get me out, giving 
me things to do but I wasn't having any of it. I wasn't leaving 
her with him. I remember wondering at the time where you 
were. I used to be really angry with you for not watching her 
better. But it also confirmed for me that I was the only one he 
had abused, because I couldn't believe that if he had done the 
same to you that you wouldn't recognise what he was doing 
with Audrey or that you would trust him with her. So I wasn’t 
able to say to you, “Don't leave her with him.” 

‘I do remember one time when Audrey was about four,’ says 
Joyce, ‘and I left her playing in the front room. When I came 
back in, she was sitting on his lap. Well, I reefed her out of 
it. God love her, she got such a fright. He knew what I was 
thinking, and he was furious, but we never said a word about it. 
I don't know why I thought it was OK to leave her with him. I 
think on one level, I thought she was too young, and she was 
so tiny, that he couldn't think of doing anything to her, but that 
doesn't make sense because we were so young when it started 
with us, so there is no sensible explanation.’ 

‘What was it like going into school after the TV programme 
went out?’ Paula asks the young people sitting around the table. 
‘I often wondered if you got a hard time over it.’ 

‘I remember watching it,’ says Paul. ‘It was called Tuesday File, 
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_ wasn't it? By then, it all felt very familiar, to be honest. I think 
there had been so much conversation about the court case that 
| the programme wasn't really anything new. I do remember 
| later meeting with this woman who talked to us about abuse.’ 
| ‘Tremember that woman too,’ says Audrey. ‘She came in and 
_ showed us videos, but I was too young to be told then. I don’t 
_ know that I was ever specifically told about the abuse. It’s like 
you say, she nods at her brothers, ‘I just always knew about it.’ 
‘She was from the Stay Safe Programme,’ says Joyce.’ “The 
school arranged for her to come over, and she talked to you all 
about “yes” and “no” feelings.’ 
‘I remember someone brushing my hair during that.’ 
: “Yeah, we were trying to explain the “yes” and “no” feelings, so 
Td brush your hair real nice, and ask, “Is that good” and then 
Td drag the brush through, and say, “What about that?” 
_ ‘That sounds familiar all right!’ laughs Audrey. ‘I do remember 
getting a bang of the brush a good few times! I don’t think 
_ there was any big deal about the TV programme when it came 
out. I didn’t get any grief at school, and I don’t think there was 
really any conversation about it from my mates.’ 

‘I remember one of the teachers giving me a letter to bring 
home to Ma,’ says Paul. ‘He stapled it all around the edges so 
I couldn't read it, and it said congratulations to her, and well 
done for doing the programme.’ 

‘I bragged about it to my mates at school,’ says Derek. ‘] was 
really proud of you all, and I know I told everyone in the class 
to watch the programme. I don’t remember getting any hassle 
over it or snide comments. I think everyone was amazed that 
you did it. It was such a brave thing to do.’ 

‘What about you, Stephen?’ asks Paula. “When did you find 


out about what had gone on?” 


247 


‘Iknowyou told me, didn’t you, Ma? I was about twelve, though 
I don't remember the conversation at all. But we watched the 
Tuesday File again recently, didn’t we, Ma?’ Stephen looks at his 
mother, partly for confirmation, but mostly to check how she’s. 
doing. He knows how emotional she gets and doesn’t want to 
upset her too much. She nods gently at him, and he continues. 

‘I didn't feel any different watching it. I can’t imagine that 
actually happening. She’s my mam, I can’t see her in any other 
way. I can't even picture her as a child, never mind something 
like that happening to her. You just don’t understand it. You 
don’t associate it with the people you know. It feels completely 
separate. Even after watching it and all the conversations 
about what happened, and I’ve even read some of what you've 
all been writing, it’s like it happened to someone else.’ 

‘It’s not real,’ Eamonn confirms. 

“There’s no way to react,’ says Stephen. ‘I don’t know how 
to think or feel about something that I can’t imagine. It’s 
confusing.’ 

‘You're right,’ Joyce says. ‘I can’t begin to imagine my mother 
as a child. How can any of us think of our mothers as anything 
other than our mother?’ 

‘But also,’ adds Paula, ‘it’s like watching a movie. None of 
us can really understand someone else’s experience. We all 
distance ourselves from terrible stories we see or hear about. 
I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that. I think that’s 
normal.’ 

‘It’s strange to be told something so terrible so openly,’ says 
Paul. “The details came slowly, over a long time, and Ma was 
very good at keeping things calm, low key, so there was no big 
drama about it. And then you all laugh and joke about Granda 
and growing up, so the mood played a role too. It could have 
been very different if we'd been told in a different way.’ 
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‘Did you make a conscious decision to be so open?’ asks 
Eamonn. ‘I remember you all sitting around your mother’s 
house talking about it all the time; it was non-stop, particularly 

| around the time of the programme. But I don’t know that you 
_ chose not to hide the abuse; it’s more like it’s what you needed.’ 
_ ‘T think youre right,’ says Joyce. ‘At the beginning, we were 
| so ashamed that we didn't want to talk to anyone. We found it 
| difficult to share our experiences with each other, never mind 

| anyone else. But the counselling definitely helped that, and we 

_ probably did all get to the point where we needed to talk, to 
hear each other’s stories, to understand ourselves better. But 
then when the Tuesday File programme was coming out, I 
knew I needed the kids to understand, and I wanted to protect 
them. Some of the family weren't happy about us doing the 
programme, and I knew the boys would get grief from their 
cousins, so I thought by telling them, I was protecting them. 
It was especially an issue for Derek, with him being the oldest. 
He was in secondary school, and I was afraid of what would 
be said to him, so I needed him to understand, and yet I didn’t 
want any of them losing their innocence; I so wanted to hold 
on to that. The shame was still there, yet we went on RTE! 
There are so many contradictions in what we did.’ 

‘Paul, would you have been conscious of your mum being 
upset, say when she came in from counselling or something?’ ~ 
Siobhan asks. She has been sitting quietly, listening intensely, 
observing the rapport between the children and their mothers. 

‘I would have been aware sometimes that she was upset. She 
did cry in front of us, but it was never any big deal. I don't 
remember worrying about it or anything,’ he says, looking to 
his mother. 

‘No, that’s because you never gave a bollox!’ laughs Joyce. 


‘Seriously, I know I cried a lot. I'd be mashing the spuds and I'd 
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be sobbing my heart out. Remember my computer used to be 
over in that corner? I used to spend hours sitting there, writing 
and crying, and I'd say to them all, “Don’t worry, I'll be doing 
this a lot but it’s OK,” and they got used to it. They might rub 
my shoulder going by, or bring me a cup of tea, but mostly they 
left me alone. They knew I needed to do it, and I didn’t mind 
once they understood it wasn’t anything to worry about.’ 

‘But you didn’t try to hide it from us, Ma, says Audrey. “That’s 
what made it OK.’ 

‘I feel like an outsider sometimes,’ says Paul. ‘I’m listening to 
you talk about what happened, but I can't conceive of it, I don't 
understand it. So I feel very separate from it.’ 

“Well that means we’ve done something right,’ June nods. 
“That’s how it should be. I am blessed that Stephen has no 
insight into what I went through. And I feel such pride sitting 
here listening to you all being so articulate, so able to speak 
your own mind. It’s amazing to see and I am so grateful we've 
had this opportunity. We've done something right. We must 
have, haven't we, girls?” 

June’s eyes are filling with emotion as she turns and nods at 
her sisters, the pride glowing in each of them. 

‘You've done plenty right,’ says Audrey. ‘Look at us, we're 
great! You gave us so much. I think it’s fantastic you've written 
this book, but I know I'll find it hard to read. I did read some 
of it, didn’t 1, Ma? And after I read that chapter, I just thought, 
How are you even surviving? I don’t know how you have 
managed to hold it together, and you've all been so successful, 
you've done so much, and you haven't gone totally off your 
trollies.’ 

‘Well, not totally! Just a bit off the trolley,’ laughs June. 

Just the fact of having written this book,’ continues Audrey, 
‘putting all that time into it, being able to share your experiences, 
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_ that’s an amazing thing to have done.’ 
| ‘But, you know, I don’t think you really believe it,’ says 
_Eamonn. T don’t think you really feel like you've achieved 
"anything. That’s why this book has been so hard for you to 
finish, because you still think you’re not there yet. If you could 
_ only see yourselves the way we see you; how intelligent you 
are, how amazing you are, the way you juggle so many things, 
_ how great you all are with people, but I just don’t think any of 
you see that in yourselves. All of you are always looking for 
the next hurdle, something new to work towards, and never 
_ acknowledging what you've achieved. I really worry that when 
: this is all over, and the book is finished, that you won't value it, 
you'll still be looking for something.’ 
— “You're right, Eamonn,’ says Paul. “They never give themselves 
credit for anything, for all they’ve achieved. That’s probably 
what the constant learning is about: always a new course, a 
"new mission. But whatever you do, whatever the next target is, 
it will still be you there at the end of it. You'll still be yourselves. 
And you know what, ladies,’ he adds, raising his glass to the 
women, ‘that’s not a bad thing.’ 


July 2014 


There is something unfamiliar about Joyces kitchen table today, 
as the sisters gather to plan the book launch. The pot of tea is on 
the table, the ashtrays are already brimming over and smoke has 
begun to filter through the room, but this time there are no scattered 
papers, no well-thumbed manuscripts, no laptops. The table seems 
bereft, empty and the women are uncertain about how to fill the 
void. 

It’s strange, isnt it?’ June breaks the silence, pouring the tea as 
she speaks. “This is the first time I’ve been here in so long when we 
havent had writing to do, something to edit or review. Don't get 
me wrong, I'm delighted its over. It was exhausting, and I'm so 
proud of what we've done, but I'll miss it too.’ 

So will I,’ says Joyce emphatically. I'm already grieving for this 
space we've had. The connection it’s given us.’ 

‘Did it give you what you wanted?’ asks Paula. ‘You know, if you 
look back at that mission statement we did, has it been what you 
expected?” 
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| Well, we dont know if it will change how others understand abuse, 

| or make it safer for people to talk about it, and we will probably 

"never know whether or not our story helps people with their own 

: struggles,’ says Joyce. ‘But there’s no question it’s been an incredible 

_ experience for me, in all kinds of ways. Finding Marian and having 
her work with us, support us through this, has been so important. You 
know the way I didnt allow myself to fall apart? I couldn't allow 
myself to do that; I always felt that I had to stay strong. I especially 
couldn't fall apart in front of the two of you, you expected me to hold 
it together, but I could fall apart with Marian. There’s been great 
freedom in that for me. I didn't shut her out. I feel a safeness with 
Marian that I didnt feel with you two, because I could admit that I 
wasnt coping and I knew she was OK with that.’ 

Tknow what you mean,’ says Paula, dragging hard on her cigarette. 
‘Remember that first time we went away with her, when I had my 
meltdown? I had never cried in front of her, not even in front of you 
two for a long time, and I just couldn‘ stop.’ 

‘You were in a right state,’ nods June. ‘I don't think I ever saw you 
like that before.’ 

‘Marian stayed completely solid. She just kept asking me how I 

felt, staying with me, keeping me with my emotions. And she kept 
listening, but it felt completely safe. If I had done that anywhere 
else, there is no way I would have showed my face again the next 
day, but it was fine, because I knew she was fine about tt.’ 

Its been such a respectful process, hasn't it?’ adds June. ‘We 
absolutely wouldn't have completed this book without her. She has 
this amazing ability to see the bigger picture. There were so many 
times I thought, thank God, she can see the overview, because I 
would be so caught up in the detail. We knew from the start it had 
to be someone special to work with us.’ 

I think she’s very like me, in that people expect her to cope with 
everything, and can't handle it when she isn't in control,’ says Joyce. 
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“That was really helpful for me, because she could recognise some of 
what I feel, the pressure I experience. There have been times over the 
past few years when I have really needed someone to lean on, and 
Marian gave me that.’ ; 

‘What I love most,’ says Paula, lighting another fag as she stubs 
out the last one, ‘is the fact that Marian keeps pushing me, even 
when she knows the shit that will go on in my head as a result. But 
it doesn't stop her encouraging me to challenge myself or asking me 
to think differently about something, about the choices I make. She 
has made me go to places I never thought I would.’ 

‘We were lucky,’ says June, finding her. She's been fundamental to 
this process, and is so much a part of it. She facilitated the growth in 
our relationships, and the funny thing is, I reckon she got as much 
out of it as we did. She's part of the family now, and that’s been 
important to her too.’ 

Joyce gets up to empty the ashtrays, and momentarily opens the 
back door to let out some of the smoke. 

Jaysus, Joyce, its fuckin freezing,’ exclaims June. ‘Close that door, 
you mad thing!’ | 

Joyce laughs and closes the door, having made a half-hearted 
attempt to swipe the air clean with the tea towel. 

Involving our partners and the kids was hugely important, 
wasnt it?’ says Paula. “They felt included, had their views valued, 
and they got what this process has been like for us. They understood 
what it’s like to be really listened to. I think it’s lovely we did that.’ 

‘You know what’ been most important in all this for me?’ Joyce 
says. I now have a relationship with my youngest sister and I never 
had that before. Working with you, Paula, gave us an opportunity to 
talk a lot about the book, and then the two of us doing the coaching 
course was great for us. It was the first time you saw me as a human 
being, with all the problems and vulnerabilities that anyone has. 
You were amazed to discover that I had been through tough times, 
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that I was fallible. I mean, how could you not have known that?’ 

T know, Paula laughs. ‘I was so closed off from everybody else. 
In fact, I didn't want to know; I didn’t care about anyone else’s 
pain. I was struggling too hard with my own. Also, Joyce, to be 
fair, you never ask for help. You always put on this front that you're 
fine. I feel like I've done a lot of growing up as a result of writing 
this book. At this stage, I think I'm certainly through my teens in 
terms of my development and maybe my late twenties, hopefully 
moving into my thirties. I'm finally capable of taking responsibility 
for myself, what I feel and what I should do about it. I’m not fully 
there yet, but I have definitely got better at that. And that’s as a 
result of us sharing and me beginning to open up to you. 

‘Sometimes I write stuff and you or Marian question me about it,’ 
continues Paula, and I have one of those moments where I finally 
understand something, or the penny drops; I look at you two and 
realise you already knew it. It’s like when I had to think about 
how awful it was moving back home, you already knew what that 
was like for me, how painful it was, but it’s taken me this long to 
understand.’ 

‘There have been times when I have been smiling to myself,’ says 
June, ‘because I have thought, thank God, she 1s finally working out 
whats going on, what that’s about. It’s been lovely to watch your 
Journey, Paula.’ 

Im shocked that I'm still discovering stuff about myself,’ Paula 
responds. I thought I had done it all, but it’s like the more you 
know, the more you realise you don't know. And I have to say it’s 
been hard to hear the two of you talking about all those laughs you 
had, the fun you had that I wasnt part of. I know we had some 
good times but, when we did, I was usually the butt end of the joke. 
I have sometimes felt jealous and left out and separate from those 
stories. And I need to remember that it’s not how we are now.’ 

And, Paula, for you to even say that is an indication of the huge 
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growth there’ been for you.’ Joyce sits back in her seat, contemplating 
her youngest sister. A couple of years ago, last year even, youd never 
have named that, and would have just allowed that jealousy to 
fester.’ ' 

TI know there's been a shift for me, but I still struggle so much 
more than you two seem to. Living with secrets has been such a 
part of my life, not just because of the abusé, but then with my 
first relationship, the first time I was in love, having to be secret 
because she wasn't “out”. And my sexuality has been confusing, 
too. That's how I ended up in all those poxy relationships, but that 
never clouded my relationship with Marian. The storyline they had 
in EastEnders recently, when that young girl is so fucked up and 
makes a pass at the guy who is nice to her, I so get that, because 
that’s what I would have done. I would confuse admiration, or 
liking someone, with wanting to sleep with them.’ 

‘That's been hard for you, Paula, and you've had to work that 
out on your own. Joyce and I had each other. We have had shared 
experiences that have really helped us,’ says June. ‘Having children 
can be such a healing process, and they make you real. And being 
gay is difficult, even now. We didn’t have any of that to contend 
with.’ 

I feel that I have only got to know myself in the past few years,’ 
says Paula. Also to accept that it’s OK that I made mistakes, and 
understand why I made them, instead of feeling horrible because of 
them. Forgiving myself for leaving relationships, the way I walked 
away from people, was hard to accept but now I can see that it 
was the right thing to do, not just for me, but also for the people I 
walked away from. So I am getting better, but my concern is how I 
will continue to grow without this process.’ 

‘We will so miss this space,’ says Joyce. I don't want this process 
to stop, the meaningful conversations, the connections. The bond 
between us is so amazing, and I feel like I have a deep friendship 
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with you both now, and Marian; that I have always known you in a 
way you didnt know me, but that’s different now; it’s real, it’s deeper. 
I think Paula used to see me as a threat. That was never the way with 
June, but the imbalance has levelled, it’s more equitable now. And 
I'm stronger now because I have Marian. We all need someone who 
can take our shit, and put us straight. I never had that before, and 
I thought there was nowhere for me to be minded or fixed. Having 
that space has given me a real foundation that was always missing 
for me.’ 

‘The biggest gift for me,’ says June, ‘has been creatin g a relationship 
with you, Paula. I have always regretted that, mourned it, and I 
am so grateful for this changing that. Writing the book, alongside 
the fact that you were working with Joyce, meant you were attached 
on several levels.’ 

It was like there was no escape for me!’ agrees Paula. ‘Working in 
the Childhood Development Initiative, working on the book, and 
doing the coaching in work; that combination of things, having to 
look at every relationship, and my responsibilities in those things, 
everything came together to make me realise that I needed to get my 
act together.’ 

‘Writing the book forced us to get real,’ says June. ‘We had no 
option but to talk about real stuff. It didn't come naturally though; 
it was like something that was imposed. We all committed to 

finishing it, seeing it through, even though there were times each 
of us would have walked away. And having someone to hold that, 
keep us focused, that was part of what helped us come back to it. But 
there has been such growth in it. I can't even imagine not having 
it any more.’ 

I worry that I will lose this — will I hold the ability to name 
the issues, to take responsibility for my own feelings and decisions 
now that the writing has stopped? Or will I quickly fall back into 
my comfort zone of avoiding things?’ Paula says. “Thats my fear: 
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not sustaining the growth, the way I have got so much better at 
handling things, because I know I can go back to that, it’s easter.’ 

I guess that’s where the personal responsibility comes in, isnt 
it?’ Joyce places fresh tea on the table, and opens a new packet of 
cigarettes. “The fact that the two of you understand that I'm not. 
superwoman, that I have as many hang-ups as you, is a huge relief — 
for me, and I need to hold on to that. I'm more accepting of my own 
vulnerabilities than I was before, Im not as hard on myself. I was 
always the leader, the one people depended on, but this process has 
taught me that I don't have to be that person all the time. I still 
struggle to ask for help, but my expectations of myself have changed.’ 

“There have certainly been times when you let your guard down, 
Joyce. When you let us in there and showed us your pain, but there 
hasn't been enough of it.’ June takes the cup that’s been poured for her 
and continues. ‘When I see you down, it’s like watching a wounded 
animal, because it’s so hard to watch you push us all away. You don't 
want us there and I think some of that has shifted. The strength you 
pick up in Marian and the safe place she gave you broke through 
that shield of yours.’ 

‘What about you, June? Did you get what you expected from 
writing the book?’ 

June takes a deep sigh, and thinks for a moment before answering. 
I'm absolutely a different person now. I have a much stronger belief 
in myself, although I still have my default position that will always 
haunt me, where I assume I'm wrong or stupid. But I am more 
confident that Im truly a good person, that I only ever mean well. I 
don't analyse too much, so it takes time for me to notice the change. 
I have more acceptance of my faults. I still have a problem with the 

fact that I have a big gob. ‘There are times I love that part of me, 
but sometimes I think I should keep something for myself, have some 
boundaries.’ 

‘When you took on to chair the politicians’ night, just before the 
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_ general election last March I thought you were amazing to put 
_ yourself forward. You would never have done that two years ago, 
and I can see your confidence growing in our degree class, and 
your enthusiasm for learning new subjects. I think some of that is 
connected with delving into yourself and being open to learning in 
anew way,’ Joyce says. 

I agree,’ says Paula. ‘I think you have got so much better at 
expressing yourself, analysing your assignments. You get really 
complex issues, and you can see the love you have of the material. 
I have read your assignments and wished that I had some element 
of that when I did my degree. Just to have the insight to see the 
relevance of what you're learning, to make the connections. And 
you think I'm the smart one! You write the way you should, because 
you're actually interested in what you've been learning.’ 

‘You're right, I do love learning.’ June’ face lights up as she 
considers her degree course, and the enthusiasm she has found for 
studying. ‘Something major shifted for me. I knew I was out of my 
depth, chairing that politicians’ meeting, but I so wanted to do it. 
And I knew I would regret it if I didn't. Imagine, me, chairing a 
session with Pat Rabbitte, Conor Lenihan, Brian Hayes, all the 
big cheeses!’ 

And you were great!’ says Paula. ‘Seriously, Vincent Browne, eat 
your heart out!’ 

‘You know, when you think about it, and what weve achieved, 
we really should acknowledge how amazing we are,’ laughs June, 
looking at the two sisters she loves so dearly. ‘We've studied despite 
believing we're stupid; we have found partners who love us and 
care about us, in spite of the fact that our childhoods were spent 
being constantly undermined and abused; we have created homes 
and families that people love being part of; and we have careers, 
friends, great friends. I know the abuse and the vulnerability that 
comes from that will always be with us, but we have done what we 
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set out to do. We have proved we aren't going to allow it to define 
us.’ 
And you forgot one very important thing we have,’ says Joyce, 


taking each of her sisters’ hands. ‘We have each other.’ 
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Epilogue 


It’s October 2011. Joyce sighs deeply as she looks out of the 

window at the darkening sky. She is tired, and her eyes hurt, 

but she knows she has another sleepless night ahead of her. She 
quietly stands and pulls the curtains, stretching for a moment 
before returning to her seat, this time facing her mother, who 
is now restful in the hospital bed, the morphine having finally 
settled her anxiety. June is dozing in the chair on the other side 
of the bed, her hands holding her mother’s protectively, almost 
fiercely, Joyce thinks. She smiles to herself at the sight of her 
sister so peaceful, and once again gives thanks that the sisters 
have this time with their mother. 

The door opens, startling June, and Paula squeezes into the 
overcrowded room, thrusting two enormous Marks & Spencer’s 
bags on the foot of the bed. She eagerly unpacks the various 
items of nightwear she has bought, oblivious to the calm she has 
broken. Joyce and June catch each other’s eye and stifle a giggle 
as they silently acknowledge to each other that this is Paula’s 
way of coping — organising the practicalities, and spending 
money. She feels useful and they know she needs that right now. 

More than the others, Paula is struggling with their mother’s 
imminent death. Over the past few days, they have each had 
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many private moments with their mother, and despite the fact 
that they know she is unlikely to hear or understand them, they 
have consciously taken the time to tell her they love her, and 
that it’s OK for her to go. June has relished the opportunity 
to be physically close to her mother, and it is only with great 
reluctance that she moves from beside the bed and releases 
the grasp on their mother’s hands. She constantly strokes her 
mother’s face, runs her fingers through her hair, massages her 
hands — anything to be close to her, to comfort her. 

Joyce has taken up her usual modus operandi and is focused on 
managing everyone around her. She has been the liaison with the 
medical staff, organised the rota for the overnight’stays, ensured 
that all the siblings are kept up to date with any changes in their 
mother’s condition and ensured she has no space left to feel 
anything. All of this she has done with an awareness that this 
is what she needs in order to get through these few days, and 
unlike the past, she doesn't resist it. In quiet moments, watching 
her mother rest, she has reflected on the fact that, previously, 
she would have struggled with her instinctive response, but now, 
having spent so much time writing, talking and thinking about 
her behaviours, she recognises that this is how she copes. Several 
times she has openly acknowledged this to the family, stating 
her need to protect herself, and they have respected this, albeit 
with some surprise. Joyce articulating her own vulnerabilities is 
a new experience for them, but the siblings welcomed it. 

The fear of losing her mother is paralysing Paula. She has 
taken every opportunity to tell her mother that she forgives 
her, that she understands why she wasn't able to protect her, but 
she knows she doesn't believe it. She is torn between wanting 
to do the right thing, say the right thing, and being honest. 
She frequently catches herself wiping away tears as she gazes 
at her mother’s sleeping form, and mourns for what she sees as 
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_ a wasted life. Her mother’s dignity and quietness that she had 





_ admired so much as a child came to infuriate her as an adult, 


because it left no space to know her, or understand what she 
was thinking or feeling, and Paula now resents this absence in 
her life. 

The three sisters have had many times over the past few days 
when they have watched their mother, confused and distressed, 
and wished her time was over. It is a huge relief for them that 
the medication has now given her peace, and that the panic 
and discomfort which was so apparent has abated. With her 
purchases unpacked, Paula settles into the chair at the foot of 
the bed, and the three sisters take up their earlier conversation 
about childhood memories, trying without much success to 
keep their giggles quiet. Within an hour, the room has filled 
as partners and other siblings arrive, and the noise levels have 
increased drastically, but the nurses don’t seem to mind. In fact, 
they are clearly enjoying the humour in the room. 

Inevitably, the discussion quickly turns to the night of the book 
launch. The family never seem to tire of retelling their version 
of the evening, sharing their pride in the event and taking every 
opportunity to tease each other mercilessly. 

‘It was a mixture of preparing for the debs we never had and 
going to the Oscars,’ laughs Joyce. “Ihere were photos of us 
everywhere, like we were famous or something!’ 

‘And people queuing for us to sign copies of the book,’ adds 
Paula. “That was weird. It really did feel like we'd achieved 
something when I saw that massive line of people waiting.’ 

‘I loved the limo,’ says June. ‘It felt like Hollywood, didn't it? I 
never felt so glamorous or special.’ 

‘Yeah, well you didn't have to crawl on your knees to get into 
the feckin thing,’ laughs Eamonn, recalling the awkwardness of 
getting his long legs in and out of the car. 
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Joyce’s fingers unconsciously go to her neck, touching the 
studded star on her necklace that Mark had presented to each of — 
them in the limo. Eamonn had followed with specially engraved 
silver pens for them to use at book signings. Joyce smiles to 
herself thinking of the excitement in the limo as they unwrapped 
these unanticipated gifts, followed by cards from their children. 

The room is quiet for a while as they each contemplate the 
night when over 500 people packed into the Dublin city centre 
venue to celebrate the sister’s journey, acknowledge it and share 
it. People they had never met before had listened, cried and 
laughed with them. Despite the overcrowded room, the chatter 
and buzz as people bought their books and lined up to get them 
signed, the moment the speeches began, a hush had settled over 
the audience. June thinks about the recording on her friend’s 
phone and the fact that, despite it having been taken from the 
very back of the function room, every word had been captured. 
She smiles to herself recalling her first words on the stage, still 
delighted that she followed her instincts. 

‘T’'ve been working on this speech the way I would for an 
assignment,’ she had begun. “Irying to get every word right, 
worried about the grammar, not wanting to mess it up.’ She had 
paused, looking out at the rows and rows of friends and family, 
all watching her, all sharing the emotion in the room. ‘And then 
I thought, fuck it! I'll do it my own way!’ 

David blushes slightly as he recalls the tears flooding down his 
cheeks, the sobs of pride welling in his chest, until he looked 
down the long row of siblings and partners and realised that 
they were all in the same state. 

Kevin thinks about how much laughter there was that night, 
and how so many had arrived expecting the evening to be sad 
and intense. Ronnie recalls the standing ovation at the end 
of the speeches, the thunderous applause, watching his sisters 
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hugging each other, the manager presenting them with glasses 
of champagne, and every person in the room clapping with such 
respect and admiration for these incredibly brave women. 

Tony eventually breaks the silence. 

‘I can't stop thinking about you, Paula, standing there shaking 
like a vibrator!’ They all laugh again, as Paula shakes her head, 
stifling the chuckles, happy to be the brunt of the jokes. 

‘I am glad Mammy was there,’ says Joyce. ‘Even if she didn’t 
fully understand what was going on, she must have felt the pride 
in the room. It was tangible, wasn't it? There really was electricity 
in the air.’ 

’And don't forget being on the Late Late Show,’ says Kevin. ‘I 
mean it was national TV, and you all looked so relaxed. It was 
like you were meant to be famous!’ 

“That was almost as exciting as the launch,’ says June. “There 
was a sense that this was really important, that we had done 
something significant. And all the radio interviews we did after 
the television appearance, made us think really carefully about 
why we wrote this in the first place. We were given a special 
opportunity to share our story, and what we’ve learned, and we 
wanted to get it right.’ 

‘And we did,’ responds Paula. ‘It was great to see how 
professionally we handled even the unpredictable questions. I 
think we were pretty amazing.’ 

The reminiscing continues for some time, until the nurses 
come in to turn their mother for the night. As people gather up 
their belongings and kiss their sleeping mother good night, the 
emotions in the room change dramatically, as they each realise 
their time with her is now so very limited. Soon, the room is 
empty apart from the three sisters, who unfold blankets and 
shift chairs around, getting ready for another night beside their 
mother’s bed. 
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June’s mobile rings, having been on silent most of the evening. 
She fumbles through her bag and informs the others that it’s 
Marian, before answering the phone. 

‘I missed a call from her earlier,’ say Joyce and Paula in unison. 

They watch June as she fills Marian in on their mother’s 
condition. They are all tired now, and happy to sit quietly so 
they listen to their sister and absentmindedly fill in the gaps 
they cannot hear. June listens for a few minutes and then nods, 
a sad, watery smile on her face as she hangs up. She leans over 
the bed and whispers to her mother, “We are number one on the 
bestseller list, Ma.’ 

Paula and Joyce look at each other and back at June. None 
of them are sure how to react. They are delighted, relieved, 
validated, but the knowledge of their mother’s dying inevitably 
casts a shadow over the good news. 

‘It all seems so insignificant, says Joyce finally. “You know, 
sitting here, watching Mammy like this; the past few days have 
been so hard, seeing her in pain and so upset. And now this, such 
fantastic news, it’s what we set out to do, but it really doesn't 
matter, does it?” 

‘I was convinced she would go when we told her the book was 
finished,’ says Paula. ‘I suppose I’ve been expecting this, waiting 
for it. And of course it’s terrible, but in some ways, it feels right 
too.’ 

‘I know what you mean, says June. ‘God, I need time to let this 
sink in. Our book, a bestseller! It’s incredible. And you're right, 
this is what we wanted, but all our plans, all our ideas for helping 
people, sharing our story, it’s really only the beginning, isn’t it?” 

‘The room is still and quiet as the sisters sit around the bed, 
each of them holding their mother, touching her, wanting to 
give comfort. They look at each other, their eyes brimming, each 
one considering their memories of this woman they have loved 
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so much, despite the distance, in spite of her absence. In their 
own ways, each of them has found a way of understanding her, 
forgiving her, accepting her. They recognise their pain in her life, 
they have all seen it mirrored in her eyes. Paula remembers her 
attempt at compensating for the Easter egg she never received; 
Joyce lovingly remembers her hours talking with her mother 
uninterrupted in the shop; June recalls her mother’s dignity and 
poise, her ability to remain calm in the worst of their father’s 
temper. She gently caresses her mother’s velvet soft skin, again 
wondering at the texture of it. 

‘Ma,’ says Joyce tenderly. “Ma, it’s all right, you can go now. 
We're going to be OK.’ 

And the tension lifts from each of them, a calmness seeps in, as 
they each realise, somewhere deep down, that this is in fact true. 
They really are going to be OK. 

Joyce Kavanagh Sr died on 5th October 2011 with her daughters by 
her side. 
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‘T hear him click his fingers in the background 
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